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1ABSTRACT
The research described on the following pages emanates from two decades of landscape architecture practice. By 
researching through, in and on my practice I have developed methods of working which better allow me to design and 
build landscapes using a new generation of materials derived from the construction and demolition sector. I present 
my practice work using two sources of research material: an analysis of the body of drawings that I have produced with 
my colleagues over the years, and a series of explorations that I have made in the re-use of construction and demolition 
waste, or secondary-raw-materials, as they interact with ecological processes. Using both sources of material I 
develop methods of venturous practice, including new ways of drawing, which promote and facilitate the creative use 
of secondary-raw-materials. I demonstrate how landscape architects can draw with preciseness while at the same time 
triggering ecological processes by using secondary-raw-materials, the form and format of which are unknown at the time 
of drawing. The research is presented in two ‘Books’, the first of which, Book 1, is the main body of the thesis, the second 
of which, Book 2, is a supporting series of ‘creative readings’. This research was supported in part by the EU FP7 funded 
ADAPT-r program.
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3PROLOGUE
‘It becomes a labyrinth, the more elusive it gets. In anything where there is a lot of information, you start picking up 
threads, then they slip away.’ 1
Barry Le Va
The research described on the following pages took place within a ‘research scaffold’, as described by Leon Van Schaik 
and was refined over the course of six Practice Research Symposia in Ghent, London and Barcelona. 2 Leon makes 
it sound so easy! With hindsight though many things do make sense and some of the pieces of the puzzle have fallen 
into place.
The material is presented in two books, of which this is Book 1. Book 1 contains the main argument. An accompanying 
Book 2 contains three ‘creative readings’: a reading of our built work, a reading of our practice drawings, and a 
literature review in the form of a series of notes written while reading texts by others.
Practice, for me, is primarily about construction.... modifying landscapes through construction. Almost everything we 
do in our practice, at all stages of the process of creativity, is about construction in one way or another. We work on 
many concurrent projects, spaces, ideas. There is an enormous amount of information and activity embodied in any 
given moment of practice. Added to that, I do not feel that our work is ever complete, either within a project or across 
the projects. It always feels raw to me.
Emergent practice-based research is labyrinthine in nature. There is too much information. A coherent line of 
inquiry or argument emerges only with difficulty. This influences the way in which material is presented here. The 
presentation of material may seem eclectic, but the intention is not to confuse, nor is it to evade effort or coherency, 
but it is to reflect disparate explorations through two decades of practice. Any coherency that you might detect relates 
to the time and place within which I practise. Time and place can both be considered from a global, local and personal 
point of view. Practitioners undoubtedly share technique, philosophies and trends across the globe and, more 
specifically for my practice, across Europe. I also belong to a local culture which is within my reach but not noticeably 
influenced by me. I then have my own personal history and way of working.... my own circle of influence.
This research is a survey of my work and the work of my colleagues in the practice. It offers an insight but doesn’t 
claim to bracket everything about the practice.  The insight, in this case, relates to geometry, through a continuing 
search for drawings which, made with preciseness, direct and instruct (a building manual) while at the same time 
allow for transition to occur, in the building process, but also as the built landscape unfolds over subsequent years. 
The works on display are iterations within an ongoing practice.
One of my favourite aspects of this research method is that so many people are responsible for the outcome, even 
though each individual candidate ultimately has to put forward the proposition, carry out the review and continue to 
push innovation or ‘venturous practice’ within the office, all at the same time. Over thirty colleagues worked with me 
in our office during the period within which the material, which is the subject of this research was produced. Chief 
among them is architect Simon Canz. But the people responsible are not just my colleagues in the office, or students at 
the school. They include the people with whom I have conversed, to whom I have presented, or witnessed presenting, 
or from whom I have received comments during the Practice Research Symposia as well as ADAPT-r days, exhibitions 
4and informal sessions between symposia.
On the following pages I use ‘quotation marks and italics’ for quotations from other sources, and italics only for 
words or terms of my own, or in general use, which I wish to emphasise. I use bold text for the names of my 
practice projects, each of which I have abbreviated to one word. Where possible or relevant, in relation to my 
colleagues in the practice, I name the person, or persons directly involved when referring to particular drawings 
or activities. Plan drawings are not necessarily reproduced to scale. Images have been made by me or the practice, 
unless otherwise credited.
5DIALOGUE
DAVID PORTER: ‘practice is gestural.....we act through gesture and talk and write and draw.....there is a looseness 
in conversation which allows creativity....’
KEN NEIL: ‘the PhD is more about ‘I did’ rather than ‘I think’, or ‘I have a hunch’....’
MAURO BARACCO: ‘what would resist composition?’
QUIM ROSELL: ‘at what point is the project over?’
CHARLES ANDERSON: ‘it seems that you would like to engage more in co-creation’
KOEN BROUEKE: ‘historical sensation’ as defined by Johan Huizinga....
ANTON JAMES: ‘your photographs have no horizon...’
LAURA GONZALEZ: ‘....creative reader....’
MAURO BARACCO: ‘how did the geometry evolve?’
SUEANNE WARE: ‘how do you decide what to do, where to do it and how?’
TOM HOLBROOK: ‘I wonder is there something between doing things and the sketch which can be sustained....?’
SUEANNE WARE: ‘you are obsessed with form’
MARTI FRANCH: ‘what is not drawn’
These are some of the insights from others that I was lucky to receive or witness during the Practice Research 
Symposia and the ADAPT-r days. I also attended many presentations by other researchers, most of whom were from 
design disciplines outside landscape architecture, and found that I could hybridise my thought process as I listened to 
them.
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7Fig. 1: An artefact produced to support my undergraduate design thesis 
at the University of Greenwich in 1995. I found a German road map at a 
flea market in London, tore the map up and put it back together using the 
red road lines to create a circle. The main thrust of the design thesis was to 
do with a site that kept shifting and changing shape, such that mapping it 
would become redundant. Dermot Foley.
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Introduction
In landscape architecture the processes and materials with which we construct are known only partially to us. 
They are loose and even evasive, to a degree not necessarily found in other related disciplines. This looseness, this 
vagueness,  is an exciting aspect of landscape architecture and one which I try to exploit through building designed 
landscape. At the same time, though, we landscape architects need to produce reliable documentation in order to 
get proposals costed and projects built. This is increasingly the case with public procurement where risk reduction is 
paramount. The drawing is the preeminent form of documentation that we produce as practitioners. In recent years 
I have become increasingly aware of the opportunities that certain types of innovation afford the design process, 
in particular the way in which the use of secondary-raw-materials can trigger ecological processes, or increase 
biodiversity. The characteristics of secondary-raw-materials, however,  are particularly difficult to define, therefore, 
this research seeks methods of practising, including the production of drawings, which can be used to describe, 
cost and work these materials with preciseness, yet at the same time facilitate the partly known processes of change 
which can occur on secondary-raw-materials once they are selected and composed in particular ways.
I carried out the research in my practice, through projects that are live in our office, as well as projects which form 
our archive of work. I presented my findings over the course of six public presentations, at Practice Research 
Symposia organised by the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT), the symposia acting as the main 
structure within which practice-based researchers share their findings and receive feedback from peers, invited 
experts and supervisors. 3  I was awarded an EU FP7-funded ADAPT-r scholarship for a period of the research. 
ADAPT-r, which brought RMIT together with several European universities, allowed me to buy time out of my 
practice in order to focus on certain aspects of the research, disseminate to peers and students abroad and attend 
focused workshops on research methods in Barcelona, Ghent, Glasgow and London.
Drawing, and the main research question
‘In Western Europe….drawing is clearly at the bottom of the culturally dominant hierarchy of scholastic 
disciplines. Most teachers, parents and students…. agree with this hierarchy in which mathematics stands at the 
top.’ 4 Yet drawing remains the single most important vehicle by which we practise landscape architecture. 5 This 
research is about the purpose of drawings, their nature, the way they affect ours and others’ perception, drawings as 
obstacles and the repositioning of drawings in new practice contexts. The main research question relates to ways of 
drawing which can capture a particular kind of aesthetic which is new to landscape architecture in Dublin. How can 
landscape architects make drawings with preciseness that at the same time emulate the vagueness of materials 
and processes peculiar to landscape and particularly with regard to secondary-raw-materials, the physical 
attributes of which are often unknown to the designer at the time of designing? I explore a number of themes 
which I present as dichotomies: namely Preciseness, vagueness; Geometry, geometric; Geometric style, as-found 
process; Plan, perspective. These themes sometimes merge or share aesthetic or intellectual space, but I present 
them separately to attack the main research question from a number of different angles. Preciseness, vagueness 
emerges as the most important theme through which the research question is explored. I elaborate on both words 
preciseness and vagueness on the following pages, but briefly, for the purposes of this research I use the word 
preciseness as a synonym of exactitude, which in turn is defined as ‘the quality of being very accurate and careful’. 
6  So preciseness is a quality of the person who makes the drawing, as opposed to precision, by which I mean a 
characteristic of the drawing itself. To clarify my use of the word vagueness I refer to synonyms such as unspecified, 
rough, evasive and loose, but not those such as carelessness, or absent-mindedness. In other words I use the word 
Fig. 2: Geometry. Alder, birch, oak, hawthorn, blackthorn and hazel emerge 
after grazing has been stopped in a field in rural France. The alders were 
the first trees to emerge, almost immediately after grazing ceased. The oaks 
are the slowest to emerge. There are all sorts of hidden vectors, including the 
varying depths of water table and species of bird such as the Eurasian jay. 
Processes which are universal give rise to unique spatial results, which in 
turn give rise to a particular feeling or place. The particular feeling or place 
is what we either like or don’t. Lavaud 2018. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Titles of my presentations at six Practice Research Symposia:
PRS 1 Barcelona Nov 2015:
Naïve and sentimental: to what extent do you believe you can change the world?
PRS 2 Ghent April 2016:
Naïve and sentimental: trying to make ideas more plausible   
PRS 3 London Nov 2016:
Drawing and building: two fascinations of the naïve  
PRS 4 Barcelona Nov 2017:
Small imperfections  
PRS 5 Barcelona April 2018:
North to the top
PRS 6 Barcelona Nov 2018:
Preciseness, vagueness
8vagueness to describe a characteristic of a material or materials - the materials with which we make landscapes - 
and not the person who makes the drawing.
My sources of research material
My two essential sources of research material are: firstly, the body of drawings that I have produced with my 
colleagues over two decades of practice; and secondly explorations that I have made in the re-use of construction 
and demolition waste, or secondary-raw-materials. From a landscape architecture point of view, the single 
most important trait of secondary-raw-material is that the exact form, appearance, texture, colour, volume or 
quantity of the material(s) might well be unknown during the design process. This poses a threat to the successful 
communication of the design process to others and induces the research question. In addressing the research 
question I do so through an explication of our working methods in the practice and I expand the research to 
cover more generally the phenomenon of change in landscape materials and processes which is often only partly 
predictable. This allows me to dwell on the notion of vagueness which I define as a positive for the purposes of the 
research later in the introduction.
Why do this research?
The reasons for carrying out this research, which are also clues as to how I might contribute to the field, or 
indicators for future research, include the following: my interest in re-establishing the importance of the plan 
drawing in the face of three and four-dimensional technologies; difficulties to do with aesthetics, bias and 
preference when considering novel or venturous design proposals; the lack of a legislative framework for the end-
of-waste use of secondary-raw-materials in Ireland. Suspended in the background as further reason for the research 
are a number of personal fascinations. These include a fascination with the ground which is linked to my early 
formation as a horticulturalist and my later interest in the use of secondary-raw-materials as substrate, as well as a 
fascination with boundaries in landscape which is linked to geometry. They also include an interest in wilderness, 
where environmental conditions are outside my control, or in-between places, elements of which I unfold in 
Chapter 2, and which cultivate in me an interest in landscape architecture because of the open-ended nature of the 
spaces that we find in landscape and the open-ended nature of the design process with which we must engage as 
landscape architects.
An analysis of our projects and drawings, which illuminates certain aspects of my practice’s design methods, forms 
the main body of evidence. It is done to better understand what influences how we draw and how we can evolve our 
drawings so that they more fully embody the two necessary qualities of landscape architecture (as it is intended for 
building new landscapes): preciseness and vagueness. The research is also concerned with making drawings such 
that they act as close analogues to the materials that we are proposing to use.
I have explored influences that include my inherited culture of geometry, the effect of gravity on how we compose 
and perceive composition, the boundaries of a particular site, and indeed those of a drawing, the unending 
balancing-act between the universal or systematic, on the one hand, and the particular on the other.
It is the goal of this research to illustrate how I and my colleagues have made drawings to more closely emulate 
the process of seeing and understanding a place, the process of constructing with openness (vagueness), and the 
unique characteristics of materials to be used, particularly secondary-raw-materials. 7 In that context I formulate 
the central research question as follows: How can landscape architects make drawings with preciseness that at 
the same time emulate the vagueness of materials and processes peculiar to landscape and particularly with 
regard to secondary-raw-materials, the physical attributes of which are often unkown to the designer at the time 
Fig. 3: Dermot explaining a drawing at the fourth Practice Research 
Symposium, 2017. Panel members from left: Tom Holbrook, Mauro Baracco 
(standing), SueAnne Ware, Annacaterina Piras, Charles Anderson. Photo: 
Marti Franch.
Fig. 4: A visitor at the Synthologies table at the Adapt-r exhibition, 
University of Westminster, 2016. Photo: Dermot Foley.
9of designing? The research question emerged mainly through an exploration of the themes Preciseness, vagueness 
and Geometry, geometrical. In Chapter 3 I describe how the research question evolved from earlier questions, 
through a search for fascinations and a period of research through my practice as well as research into my practice.
Preciseness, vagueness
I title this research Preciseness, vagueness in order to capture the state of being of the designer and the state 
of being of that which is designed. 8  Preciseness is a characteristic of the person who is drawing, rather than a 
characteristic of the drawings. The drawings have precision, but the person who is drawing is a precisian. That 
which is drawn, is drawn in order to assist in the design or management of materials which have the characteristic 
of vagueness, in that they are only partly known by us. I do not use the term vagueness as a characteristic of people. 
I use it only to describe a characteristic of materials (and sometimes the processes of which those materials form 
a constituent, or from which they arise). Common definitions of vagueness emphasise a lack of something (lack of 
clarity, lack of definition) so the word may have negative connotations, although it is not my intention to use the 
word in a negative sense. I am using the word in a particular aesthetic context, (interpreting certain French and 
Franco-English terminology) such that it represents my research and the materials with which I am working in the 
most venturous of our projects. I want to celebrate vagueness, to understand it and to interpret it through practice. 
The French word vague means wave (water/sea). Among the many meanings for the word vague in English are 
formless, uncertain, undefined. I take these terms, both in French and English to be central to the discipline of 
landscape architecture, which must embrace movement, process, transition, dynamic, evolution of form and the 
unknowable. In the case of the last characteristic, the unknowable, I take the view that while, on the one hand we 
could say that, in isolation, natural processes are often predictable, on the other hand, we are constantly surprised 
by what they throw up. We are even surprised by results over time, when as landscape architects we have produced 
comprehensive production information in the form of specifications and drawings that have been made with 
preciseness. That is to say that although we often operate on the assumption that we can know the outcome 9  of 
combining this plant with that plant, or this soil on that incline, something along the way surprises us and obliges 
us to accept a certain indeterminateness (unknowableness) about the materials and the processes with which 
we design. This only happens when we actually build, hence the value of this practice-based, and where possible 
building-based, research.
I also acknowledge the term ‘terrain vague’, but although I have an interest in no-places and in-between places, 
my research is not located within that field. 10  In fact, elsewhere I argue that much if not all of this so-called 
unprogrammed space is in fact alive and dense with use, functionality, activity, process and value. 11  I use a term, 
active latency, in Chapter 5 to touch on one aspect of this, but otherwise it is outside the scope of this research. 
I also describe my interest in being in places where I have very little control over environmental conditions 
(wilderness) and the fact that during my childhood and formative years in landscape architecture the landscapes to 
which I had direct access were not designed landscapes. With hindsight I can say that in reaction to this I pursued 
designed landscape, and particularly what is commonly termed geometric design(ed landscape) with zeal.
Geometry, geometric
One of the main themes of this research is geometry. The current, rather dry, Concise Oxford Dictionary definition 
of the word geometry is: ‘the branch of mathematics concerned with the properties and relations of point, lines, 
surfaces, solids and higher dimensional analogues’. The definition is about mathematics and does not include 
words such as order or harmony, nor does it make any reference to aesthetics. Fortunately, however, there is a 
more colourful etymology of the word geometry. This is important for the ways in which we consider, understand 
and use geometry in design and drawing. Additionally, studies of the history of the use of the word geometry place 
Fig. 5: Example of early mapping from the second Practice Research 
Symposium. Dermot Foley.
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mathematics in a wider context of experience, thus enlivening and broadening the scope of geometry, particularly 
with regard to the geometric, or in other words the aesthetic. 12 Both of these notions, the direct relationship 
between geometry and drawing, and the more nebulous context of aesthetics within which we practise, are central 
to my research and are explored in Chapter 7.
All styles of designed landscape can be described by geometry (matter of fact), but only certain styles would be 
called geometric (matter of taste). Art criticism is replete with references to ‘bio-morphic’ or ‘non-geometric lines’. 
Matters of taste can be the most devastating in diminishing the plausibility of a project. I have developed a way of 
overcoming this by firstly associating the drawing type more closely with the materials that we are proposing to use 
(Bridgefoot) and secondly by drawing multiple versions of the same project or by documenting the iterations of 
the same project so that I can express the fact that there is no single, perfect version, thereby taking the sting out 
of matters of taste (St.James’s, Bridgefoot, Airlie). There is a risk here, in terms of delivering these parks, that 
some of the documentation, although produced with preciseness, allows too much scope for interpretation - but 
this is exactly the point. So far, however, we have managed at Bridgefoot, even under the strict rules of public 
procurement, which are designed to minimise or eliminate the unknown, to secure several competitive and similar 
prices from tendering contractors.
By drawing with preciseness we can create drawings that have precision but which are created in such a way as 
to represent vagueness and to allow for openness, not only in the built project, but prior to that in the process 
of communication. This insight has come to me after a long period of distilling our drawings in order to clarify 
chronologies and the way in which geometry gives rise to composition in my practice. Two decades of work. A 
period of time which was necessary for me to learn how to work with preciseness. Now I am learning how to express 
vagueness. This is important to me because it allows me to have a more candid conversation with others, including 
clients, as to the complexity and unknowable aspects of the projects that we are designing. I refer to our project at 
St.James’s to illustrate this point.
Aesthetics: geometric style, as-found process
Aesthetics is the most vulnerable aspect of practice, therefore, the aspect of practice to which we should pay most 
attention. I am fascinated by human beings’ capacity to cultivate aesthetic appreciation of new experience. 13 I 
wish to cultivate aesthetic appreciation of new experience. I am not, however, versed in its philosophy. For that 
reason I have concentrated on simple analysis of our work, particularly our drawings, and have posed simple 
questions. I am attempting to elucidate the aesthetics of processes, interactions and methodologies which are 
more commonly described in science, such as ecological succession, that would occur on particular secondary-
raw-materials. I am promoting the kind of aesthetic embedded in Durer’s Das große Rasenstück, or in some of 
the works by Gilles Clement (which deal with new ecologies and novel maintenance regimes) as well as A.E. Bye or 
Peter Latz. Comparison is a method commonly used by designers to discuss notions such as beauty. To avoid this 
I consider aesthetics from the point of view of our experience of the world through our senses. This gives me more 
to work with. It has allowed me to develop design tasks for students 14 and the layered drawings, dense sketches 
and time-lapse methods 15 which help to circumvent the polarising I like or I don’t like. In Chapter 2 I tease this 
issue out by selecting work I have done since my student years and up to the present time, in order to challenge 
notions pertaining to style. For example, I use photographs of projects I have been involved in, both Ecological and 
Romantic in style, to make the point that they share more than would be normally admitted and yet they are held 
as polar opposites in the conventional discussion on style. They are both determined by as-found process and a 
simple set of rules (ecological in the former, spatial in the latter). In neither case (SIP, St.Anne’s) is there a strict 
composition.
Fig. 6: Riverside - plan (top), bird’s eye view and eye-level perspective. 
Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 7: Organic construction of a cubic. From Bloye, N., The geometrical 
thought of Isaac Newton: an examination of the meaning of geometry 
between the 16th and 18th centuries.
Fig. 8: Points, from Kandinsky, W., Point and line to plane.
11
Plan, perspective
Proportion is a notion common to drawing and mathematics, through geometry. In my practice, even when we 
use vectorised software, we often draw by hand. That is to say we see and respond to the proportion, whether 
classically harmonious, or deliberately discordant, as we draw. The composition is not generated by the software or 
data. 16  We make lengthy, prolonged series of almost instantaneous decisions as we draw the line(s). The aesthetics 
of the process and/or the resulting aesthetics are not often explicitly discussed in the office. Except….except with 
regard to one important observation, that a harmonious experience in perspective can result from the use of two or 
more discordant geometries (or let us call them constructions) in plan. The plan of Riverside, with its irregular 
quadrilaterals, could easily be considered inappropriate in the context of the orthogonal layout of the buildings, but 
in fact it is in harmony with the building as it recedes in perspective.
During the course of this research I have questioned how we compose in plan and whether we should be more 
conscious of subtle influencing factors on our way of composing, such as gravity. I have questioned the way we tend 
to draw on a screen which is a vertical interface, rather like a painter’s canvas. I have used seminal texts, such as 
Kandinky’s Point and line to plane, to critique our way of drawing. I conclude that we should perhaps move away 
from the vertical interface, but also that, regardless of the interface, by being more conscious of how we compose 
we can produce seemingly incongruous compositions in plan that are perfectly harmonious when experienced in 
perspective.
Drawing - value and meaning
Meaning (i.e. the problem and solution as identified and found using algebra) in the pictorial representations of 
mathematics, as seen in the constructions of geometry, is lost to us non-mathematicians and, at the same time, 
found by us in a completely new language of seeing, as if we had translated visually from geometry and in doing so 
lost all algebraic meaning but magically gained a new way of seeing. Look at the ‘organic construction of a cubic’ 
(taken from Bloye, p.133), and then read Kandinsky’s Point and line to plane. It is hard to think of mathematics and 
art as two separate fields, despite the gulf between the mathematical meaning that lies behind the construction and 
the visual-compositional meaning of the picture that is the construction. There is no rational way of explaining how 
we, as non-mathematicians, can attribute value to the constructions. And yet, to repeat, drawing is widely regarded 
as the least important on a scale of educational pursuits, with mathematics at the top of the scale.
Here we have to consider which type of drawing is considered of less value than other scholarly pursuits. Is 
it drawing which is done as a means to an end, or drawing which is done for drawing’s sake? In landscape 
architecture I always assume drawing as a means to an end. I keep very few original drawings. Nevertheless, there 
is a tremendous gap between the received status of drawing, which I do not doubt, and the reality of the drawing-
geometry-art-geometric nexus that we bring to landscape architecture and that some mathematicians bring to 
mathematics. The received status of drawing clearly explains the difficulty with which we sometimes interact with 
our clients, financiers, surveyors and contractors, where drawing really is seen as an inferior pursuit. This is even 
more astonishing when one considers that our clients are actually paying us to draw. Sometimes we are in danger of 
outsmarting ourselves with drawings that are just too beautiful. 17
Reality
Timothy Morton says that we should stop using the word nature. 18 Christophe Girot says that we should stop 
calling our world landscape. 19 I agree. I have tested these words in previous publications. 20 But,...at least in Girot’s 
essay, the emphasis seems to be on the point that the method of visualising (painting, video, point cloud) is an end 
in itself. For me visualising is done to achieve something else, dare I say, something more real. In today’s world of 
Fig. 9: Forestry, not forest. 2012. A teaching studio and book which I 
published with students, exploring a theme, which I can retrospectively say 
addresses Timothy Morton’s notion of ecology without nature. Image: Coire 
Eglington. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 10: Cherry trees at Lavaud Gelade, France, 2017. Materials - sometimes 
more magical than knowable. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 11: Bull Island, in a UNESCO Biosphere, Dublin, 2018. This is a site for 
a new commission from Dublin City Council, where a facility is proposed for 
the interpretation of the habitat. The dilemma of interpretation. Do nothing? 
Do a lot to make it seem like nothing has been done? Photo: Hanna Hoehne.
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augmented reality and artificial intelligence it may seem odd to launch a sort of analogue (out-dated) enquiry into 
the use of geometry in landscape architecture, but it is precisely because of augmented reality that I wish to do so. 
After all, augmented reality exists because we crave the real reality that we are losing through remote interfaces.21 
Perhaps even more odd are the attempts, with a nineteenth-century positivist sensibility, to use algorithms in 
design, rather than to express a doubting view of an unknowable world. This unknowable side to life washes through 
the practice of landscape architecture, where the materials that we use and the processes that occur are somehow 
magical. We have to let things go at some point and this is the essence of landscape architecture. The degree to 
which we determine is diminished when compared to our closely related design disciplines. This requires patience 
and faith. It makes landscape architecture difficult to explain.
Materials – the known unknowables
What’s it going to feel like? I cannot really tell you with any certainty! And so it goes, on all of our projects. When 
we work as landscape architects the magical qualities of living materials are known unknowns, or perhaps more 
usefully, known unknowables. This is why we use so many images, and perhaps why we should be using a lot 
more video than we do. The materials with which we work must be considered in processes and these processes 
can be considered in geometry. Uncertainty is a quality of all three phenomena: mutability of materials, inter-
related dynamics of processes, and changing semantics of geometry. At no point can we say with certainty what the 
outcome will be or how it might be considered from an aesthetic point of view. Yes, we can say this with regard to all 
types of creative activity, but it is very strongly the case with landscape architecture. In Chapter 7 I use our history 
of making perspectives to focus on the materials of the living world, with which we would like to work. The images 
are representative of my fascination with the ground, with my urge to get projects built. They try to make explicit the 
material as opposed to the ambience. They might say something about what it is going to feel like, but never with 
certainty.
As a photographer, Andrew Langford claims to be taking a ‘post-natural outlook’. 22 But I guess even this term 
would not satisfy Morton, because it remains dependent on the word and concept nature. Langford cites Doreen 
Massey, an academic whose writing had struck me in the past, that there are ‘no simple or portable rules when 
negotiating places and inhabitants and that it must always be an invention dependent on judgement, learning 
and improvisation.’ 23 There is something here which approaches what geometers call a porism. I like this 
definition: a  porism is a ‘proposition affirming the possibility of finding such conditions as will render a certain 
problem indeterminate, or capable of innumerable solutions’. 24 So I interpret Langford/Massey as: there are 
no simple, no portable rules, but there may be rules. The rules may be dependent on the particular givens of the 
particular reality that one encounters or negotiates. In geometry a porism is something between an analysis and 
a synthesis, something between a problem and a solution. 25 A porism can morph within the shared zone of the 
problem and solution. I see this kind of phenomenon in (our) landscape drawings. A landscape drawing may be 
part analysis, part synthesis. Now we are approaching the notion of genius loci, for me the single most distracting 
concept for students of landscape architecture. I would rather just say that the project is already in the place. You 
can substitute solution, or synthesis for project and problem or analysis for place.
Reality - foregrounding and backgrounding 26
Heightened awareness of reality for me has often been about the in-between. I share an interest with many of my 
peers in those places that are lost to convention, that are beyond the limits of regulated use. This vast subject, 
Tarkovsky to Latz, Duchamp to Warhol, is beyond the scope of this thesis, but found objects and more importantly 
found processes are one of my fascinations. Call it nature, or ecology, or ecology without nature, or landscape 
for that matter! The original interest in these places and processes is probably buried in my childhood, but the 
Fig. 12: Secondary-raw-materials on a development site in Dublin, 2016. 
Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 13: Planometric for competition entry, proposing the reuse of 
secondary-raw-materials - Ippenburg, 1999. This is an important drawing 
for me. It influenced a lot of what happened in the practice in the subsequent 
decades. Dermot Foley.
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influence that it has on me as a practitioner is to do with seeking innovation, looking outside the norm. These 
places or processes are beyond-the-pale until they are taken up by influencers and become the aesthetic backdrop 
of advertising or marketing campaigns. Increasingly they are used by disrupters. But what happens when we wish 
to foreground them - make them the subject of interest or beauty in landscape architecture. Foregrounding versus 
backgrounding. Foregrounding found objects or processes is kitsch. It is difficult to get buy-in. 27 Backgrounding, 
or mainstreaming found objects or processes has more value from an environmental point of view in terms of pure 
volume. Both foregrounding and backgrounding in public space has worked in some regions, such as the Rhur 
region in Germany, but it has yet to be tested in public realm at significant scale in Dublin. Foregrounding is more 
totemic, but is likely to be more difficult, and in fact will become unnecessary from an environmental point of view, 
if backgrounding or mainstreaming of the use of secondary-raw-materials succeeds. I am testing all of this with 
Kingston and Bridgefoot. There is a gulf between the experience at Kingston, which is constrained because the 
new public realm is twinned with the design and construction of a new building, and that at Bridgefoot, where I 
have developed new drawings and geometries to fit a new rough aesthetic, leading the design process for a public 
park. 28
Plausibility
The degree to which a proposal for a new or modified landscape is plausible depends on my ability to make drawings 
that have meaning for others. It is this absolute requirement that is the main motivating factor behind this research 
and which lead in the latter part of the research period to emergent types of drawing. Plausibility occurred to me 
as an important factor during the early period of the research when I had spent some time thinking about human 
temperament. I touch on this aspect of the research again in Chapter 3 and return to it in Chapter 9. Ultimately, 
I have found that immersion by the greatest number of protagonists in the design and drawing process helps to 
increase the plausibility of a project. By protagonists I mean patrons, commissioners, administrators, neighbours, 
users and of course the people with whom I work in the practice. Plausibility does not require perfect drawings. 
Plausibility does not require complete drawings. Plausibility requires drawing, and in fact often requires drawings 
or other artifacts that are incomplete, or that facilitate vagueness (in that they allow for multiple interpretations of 
the material nature of things). The immersion of the greatest number of protagonists has occurred where we have 
had the chance to formulate good methodology for consultation. This has happened at Bridgefoot and to a certain 
extent at Diamond. It can be called co-creation. It has also been the case with students during some design studios 
that I have designed to test very broad skill sets.
Dichotomy  - an ever-refining preciseness in abstraction, twinned with the vagueness of reality
Ultimately the argument presented here is to do with the two, sometimes intersecting and sometimes parallel 
realms of drawing on the one hand, and on the other, the processes of the physical world with which we work. I 
have much in common with other landscape architects, but we all have a particular or idiosyncratic practice, in my 
case a practice located in the centre of Dublin where I respond within an aesthetic range to tasks and opportunities 
afforded to me in and by that city. We make drawings and other documents with preciseness, for the practical 
purposes of measuring, costing, procuring, comparing, setting-out, building, minimising wastage, discussing with 
other parties and so on. I have spent a substantial part of my life learning how to draw precise drawings and to 
make complex forms with preciseness. I work in a profession which is less stymied by regulation than other design 
professions and, therefore, allows a lot of freedom to compose. The freedom to compose does not make it any easier. 
There are fewer constraints than exist for architects so the aesthetic is not that easy to justify. The question why 
is often difficult to answer. Having spent a considerable amount of time learning to draw with preciseness, only in 
recent years have I been able to confidently draw with preciseness in a way which facilitates vagueness.
There comes a time when the magic of the materials can be expressed through the landscape plan, using technique 
Fig. 14: Layered drawing - a technique. 15 Superimposed plans for 
Bridgefoot, 2018. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 15: Floris, Berhard Cohen, 1964. The painter kindly agreed to meet me 
when I was an undergraduate student at the University of Greenwich. We 
spoke about avoiding categorisation. © Bernard Cohen.
Fig. 16: Birkenau (937-4), Gerhard Richter, 2014. © Gerhard Richter.
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Fig. 17: Landscape architecture in two images. These two images can be 
said to represent the twin tropes of landscape architecture in the ‘modern’ 
period.....namely process (geometry) and form (geometric). Photos: (top) 
Dermot Foley, (bottom) Paul Tierney.
which is suggestive. For Bridgefoot we combine this with a serious mock-up of the proposals at a real life scale 
and hope then to trigger a process of open conversation about possible outcomes and an open and conversational 
process of construction, even within the confines of public procurement. The process of drawing was intended to 
express the materials with which we hope to construct, unknown in the conventional sense of precision. Secondary-
raw-materials, as we now call construction and demolition waste. Vagueness and complexity are the traits that I 
wish to express, not in the sense that Barry Le Va wishes to eliminate the material from his work, but in fact with the 
opposite in mind, to bring the material to the fore. The mock-up on site is bare material, brute. 29
The superimposition of 15 plan iterations for the park (Fig. 14) is made with preciseness but expresses vagueness 
at the same time. Each iteration is drawn with preciseness and they all share the lines of the boundary which we 
know to exist as the boundary. Their superimposition, however, blurs certainty, but the project is in no doubt. 
There are sufficient shared forms, direction and compositional devices to assure us that this is a project. It is just 
that there can be no single certain version. I could not have made these drawings at the start of my career, although 
my undergraduate thesis in London was about permanence through change and so the interest has been with me 
since then. The method is about blur, but blur up to a point where one can still recognise common or shared forms, 
visual cues. Blur can be remembered but its strict expression, or translation is evasive. So if our drawings are to 
be translated with any meaning then we can only push the technique so far. This is important to me because as 
discussed later in the critique of line drawings (see for example my reading of Lloyd Thomas in Book 2) the absence 
of line can only work to a certain extent. 30 I take a cue here from a mentor of mine, John Sutherland, who managed 
to construct a perfect circle in the centre of Dublin more than two hundred years ago. The preciseness with which 
he managed to work at Mountjoy Square is always a starting point for me when I consider technique and aesthetics. 
But then Sutherland sprinkled the plan with trees of varying size and type and in doing so he captured the twin 
but opposing tropes of landscape architecture – spatial configuration in ever more abstract composition, and, 
distribution through natural process. The circle becomes a margin or transition within a less predictable reality 
when the scattered trees evolve as open volumes. This duality, the dichotomy, is a central theme of investigation for 
this research.
The twin tropes of landscape architecture - process and form
I stand in the lecture hall at the Ecole National Supérieure de Paysage, Versailles, in January 2018. I am holding 
two images, which together capture the history of this dichotomy through landscape architecture. I hold in the sense 
of sustaining, suspending, freezing an idea for a moment so that I can dwell on it and extract the essence of what I 
wish to express to the students. Our drawings are made to represent the vagueness of landscape while at the same 
time representing the real, measured and precise (to the extent that we can be). We draw them to be very specific 
about geometry, layout, juxtaposition and composition. They do not seek elegance, balance or equilibrium, neither 
do they set out to be discordant. They imply, but cannot fully control, processes. Those processes exist and occur 
before the spatial configuration of the plan is constructed and will exist and occur, perhaps in a modified state, 
after construction begins and when construction is completed. In many cases those processes will work to return 
themselves to a pre-construction state, and will substantially succeed without sustained intervention in the form of 
management and maintenance. Even with sustained intervention in the form of management and maintenance, the 
spatial configuration will be experienced by others in ways which we (in the practice) could never have imagined. 
Our drawings in particular are now being drawn with the knowledge that what appears in plan composition is often 
strikingly at odds with what is experienced by us and others in the built work. I am now using plan drawings with 
more sensitivity to their place in a sequence of drawing types as they arise or as they would be used to elaborate 
ideas during the design process.
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To summarise, this research explores the way we practice, including the way we make drawings which might express 
the partially unknown or unknowable characteristics of the physical materials and processes with which we work, in 
order to construct new designed landscapes. It highlights the potential for working with secondary-raw-materials, 
the format of which can be highly variable and even unknown to the landscape architect at the time of drawing. 
It is directed at representation, communication and aesthetics and as such the larger fields of climate adaptation, 
disaster prevention and biodiversity planning are outside the scope of the research, although the use of secondary-
raw-materials can and does address these fields directly or indirectly. The research outputs, in terms of the methods 
of drawing, help my practice to engage more profoundly with our colleagues, whether they are members of the 
design team, the client team, members of the public, or the contracting team, and as such improve the plausibility of 
our projects. In other words, this research makes our projects more likely to be built.
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Work - a pictorial essay an illustration of important themes in the work of the 
practice
The following chapter is a pictorial essay, a la John Berger, 31 using photographs of built work, construction 
processes and landscapes as well as sources of inspiration and drawings. The purpose of this essay is two-fold: firstly 
to restate that the primary goal for me as a landscape architect is to construct real landscapes with innovation; and 
secondly to reflect on the two most influential tropes in landscape architecture of the ‘modern’ period – geometric 
style and as-found processes. 32 The essay also situates the work of the practice in relation to the other themes as 
they have emerged through the research and as I have described as dichotomies in the opening paragraphs of the 
introduction. These are: Preciseness,vagueness; Geometry, geometric; Plan, perspective.
Each image or group of images is accompanied by a short text, which summarises the theme, identifies the reason 
for the selection of the image, names the project and/or credits the image, but I hope that the pictorial essay could 
be read, without having to resort to the text, as a series of images that express some of my core interests in practice 
and the reasons for this research. 
I utilise a range of photographs of the world with which I am confronted, or the world to which I belong, or the 
world within which I practise, both landscapes that I have visited and projects that I have built, along with drawings 
which I have made, or which my practice has made, and which determine to a tiny degree how we might change 
the world, how we might act in the world. I chart how I have used geometry, particularly geometric geometry, 
alongside photographs of the outcome(s) of natural process as I have found them. I do this to illustrate the cross-
fertilisation of the main themes of the research. I describe the landscapes as belonging to one of the following three 
categories: places, in-between places or no-places. I distinguish between these categories in accordance with the 
level of particularity and uniqueness apparent in the image. The relevance of this categorisation to the research 
is explained in Chapter 5. I also identify examples of landscapes where process has given rise to geometry, and 
conversely where geometry has given rise to process, a sub-theme of the research which is explored in Chapter 9. 
The symbiotic relationship between geometry and process, which I call synthology, is developed in some of our 
recent work, most notably Bridgefoot, as a core attribute of my practice and contribution to the discipline of 
landscape architecture. I use samples of our work to illustrate more extreme synthologies - when waste ceases to be 
waste. This work is an attempt to rediscover the craft - a necessary and fruitful path in practice when working with 
secondary-raw-materials of unknown size, format or form.
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Fig. 18: Dermot with Simon Canz visiting James Turrell’s Sky Garden, Co. 
Cork. 2009. Photo: Sinead Langan.
Fig. 19: Karlis Spunde and Philip Doran in the office, 2014. Photo: Dermot 
Foley.
Fig. 20: Some of my colleagues showing off a steel sample outside our office 
in Dublin, from left to right: Karlis Spunde, Calum Kirkwood, Teodora 
Karneva, Simon Canz, 2018. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 21: Materials only partly known to us - almost magical. Two photographs of the world within which we intervene. Bucolic landscapes of agriculture and infrastructure. Fleeting moments that I have found exceptionally 
beautiful. Above, landscape in the Jura, France - a photograph that took a lot of trouble to take. Below, landscape near Lyon, France - a snap from the car. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 22: Processes which give rise to geometry. Bull Island UNESCO biosphere, Dublin 2018. A habitat within which we have been asked to site an interpretation project. A no-place. Brutal nature. Brutal material. Photo: 
Hanna Hoehne.
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Fig. 23: No-places and in-between-places. The reasons for the in-between state vary....subtle or dim evidence of spontaneous human activity, or traces of machinery, or partial and distorting grids and alignments. Top down: 
an in-between-place, commercial forestry, Wicklow, 2000; an in-between-place, copse of elderberry close to the River Thames, Weybridge (site for my thesis at the University of Greenwich), 1995; a no-place, woodland and rock 
outcrops near Neath, Wales, 1995. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 24: Evasiveness. ‘Road to Nowhere’. An artifact produced to support my undergraduate design thesis at the University of Greenwich in 1995. I found a German road map of Europe at a flea market in London, tore the map up 
and put it back together using the red road lines to create a circle. The main thrust of the design thesis was to do with a site that kept shifting and changing shape, such that mapping it would become redundant. This accompanied a 
series of drawings and models which illustrated a landscape which would be continuously eroded and deposited. A no-place, perpetuated. Stark geometric geometry can be used to represent nothingness, or at least lack of direction, 
un-mappable, which can be linked to vagueness. Richard Long’s work is one of the influences but his lines were very particular and directional, thereby strongly implying place. Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 25: Synthologies. Photograph of woodland trail at Rockingham, Roscommon, 2015. This a place which I have visited since childhood. An in-between place, with strong cues of particularity and uniqueness. Novel ecosystems 
and modified ecologies. The plastic grid has been placed on a peaty substrate which otherwise would be prone to compaction and ponding and therefore too wet to take the volume of pedestrian traffic. The plant community responds 
in its own way to the sub-dividing plastic and the downward pressure from pedestrian traffic. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 26: Synthologies. Restoration of nineteenth century follies at St. Anne’s Park, Dublin, with Howley Hayes Architects 2016. There is certainly something very real and present about the experience of the follies at St. Anne’s 
Park. Seen today, their apparently innocent scattering along the stream and through the woods is splendidly deceptive. The crafted and allegorical structures seem to rest in the ‘wilderness’. To many passers-by they are so well 
situated and the topography so well tailored to them that they actually become the landscape, impossible to extract, decontextualise or exist on their own terms. For others they appear as landmarks, play structures, or markers 
of time and rhythm. They reflect to us the complexity and paradox of our being in, and of, nature. Their restoration, therefore, is about simple timely decisions. Remove a tree here or there, regrade the surface, pull off the ivy. But 
it is not a restoration in the sense of ‘bringing back’. The dynamic nature of the landscape is such that we can only work with the vegetation so that it broadly expresses what we expect to feel when we stroll through these types of 
designed landscapes - in other words there is no strict composition (just as there is no absolute in the seventeenth century paintings of the ideal landscape). It is for the past, present and future. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 27: Synthologies. Sculpture in the parklands (SIP) 2007. Strategy for managing the spatial context of existing sculptures. Sometimes landscape architecture involves substantial and manifest change. Sometimes landscape 
architecture is about doing nothing. Sometimes its about doing a lot to make it seem like nothing has been done. Sometimes its about facilitating a lot of change by others. The sculpture is by Maurice McDonagh. This is an in-between 
place by virtue of the artist’s intervention. Our job was to create a management strategy that would allow the director of the collection to perpetuate particular spatial contexts, at each sculpture, by managing ecological succession. 
Again, there is no strict composition. Photo: Dermot Foley.
These projects, Romantic and Ecological respectively, share more than their aesthetic visages would suggest. In fact they are of the same typology even though the landscape and the approach at St.Anne’s would be described as 
romantic, artifice, picturesque, whereas that at Sculpture in the Parklands (SIP) would be described as ecological, truthful, systematic. Particular dichotomies have existed across the centuries as styles have come and gone.
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Fig. 28: Synthologies. (Left) Sculpture in the parklands (SIP) 2007. Geometry that gives rise to processes. The mechanisation of land leads to processes which occur within a new framework. An in-between place by the obvious 
intervention of the machine operator. A grid is apparent in this image, with the alignment of the coniferous forestry in the background and the direction of the tyre marks. Photo: Dermot Foley. (Right) An abandoned construction site 
for what had been a proposed public park, 2012. The topsoil had been stripped. Casual passage of tracked and wheeled construction machinery had compacted the subsoil. The marks of the wheels and tracks created small pools of 
water which was trapped on the surface of the compacted ground and gave rise to bryophytic micro-habitats. The track-pools are like rock pools, in that rock pools are considered to be distinct from the rest of the intertidal habitat. 
One of the differences between rock pools and track-pools is the geometry of the machinery that gave rise to them. The photograph is a simple record of the phenomenon, but using the photograph to elevate the phenomenon beyond 
a simple record might be considered kitsch. Nevertheless, there are important implications for sustainability and resilience, in terms of how we see these landscape processes and whether or not we consider them to have value.  Once 
identified, assigned value and protected, they have the potential to be important ecosystems, without any further energy-consuming landscape design input. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 29: Grids and boundaries. Sculpture in the Parklands (SIP), 2007. Drawing in plan over the aerial photograph of the peatlands, reveals the grid which is only just apparent in the photograph on the previous page. A grid is 
not often found in the Irish landscape, but in this case the grid is established by the machines that drain the peatlands and then harvest them for use in power stations in the midlands of Ireland. Processes that give rise to geometry. 
The drawing contains what Zaitzev refers to as ‘locus extra clusus sine fundo’ - land that is situated between natural boundaries and regular limits imposed by centuriation. This was not considered to be real estate. It is analagous to 
small imperfection in the design process. The 40-hectare site for Sculpture in the Parklands, which is a collection of sculptures and land art on the cut-away peatlands, is outlined in black. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Fig. 30: Geometry. Lines (geometry) giving rise to process, at the port in Cherbourg, 2014. An in-between place. Disused rails at the port trap water, thereby either preventing growth of plants, limiting growth to edges at the rails, 
or in time bringing about micro-habitats within the water. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 31: Geometry. The gardens at Versailles, designed by Andre le Notre. I visited in 1996, very early in the morning.The particular and the unique - they make this a place. It is vested with these characteristics by virtue of being 
designed in a geometric style and in resistence to, although relying on, as-found natural processes (related to the existing topography and other features on the site). We know that the site selection for the Baroque gardens was 
critical to the success of the design and that although the designed landscapes seem to be based on the notion of tabula rasa, they are in fact deeply embedded in the particular attributes of the site. Because the designed landscape 
is not merely a dumb or brutal product of process (a no-place) we attribute to it, rightly or wrongly, more value. The counter argument is that it is crass, exploitative, unsustainable and symbolising of domination. For me its 
significance lies in the paradoxical way in which natural and cultural phenomena co-exist, or are one. It teaches us that we can use geometric geometry in a way which relies on as-found natural processes and, therefore, which could 
give rise to further process(es). A student of landscape architecture would be unlikely to begin studying by visiting so called no-places, or even in-between places. So places such as Versailles are often our point of departure. They are 
impressive. They are famous. Buy-in, in terms of Timothy Morton’s discussion on kitsch, is not necessary here. Buy-in to in-between places, on the other hand has to be cultivated. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 32: Abandonment - town and country. (Left) The chimneys at the Poolbeg electricity generating station, Dublin 1993. At a height of over 200m these chimneys are visible from many parts of the city. They are now 
decommissioned, but the vox populi has ‘voted’ to preserve them. They are located deep into the bay which is now a UNESCO biosphere. (Right) The field at Lavaud Gelade, France 2016. The field is returning to woodland after I 
ceased grazing in 2009. With the exception of the three large trees visible in the photograph all of the vegetation has ‘reappeared’ in a few short years. This form of abandonment is viewed harshly by farmers and some ecologists. 
Some ecologists see the change from low intensity grazing as a degradation of the existing habitat with the loss of certain plant and insect species inherent in the transition to woodland. For many the chimneys make Dublin a place, 
whereas the raw, unadulterated ecological succession of the field make a no-place. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 33: Geometry. Managing the emergence of woodland at Lavaud, a field at Lavaud Gelade, France, 2018. Observing/intervening. Numerous, inter-related (universal and sytematic) (natural) processes come together to 
generate a unique and particular spatial scenario which I (as observer-intervener) perceive as place, but which for many would be described as rank grass and scrub, abandonment - a no-place. The lines illustrate how we can 
triangulate the emergence of different species in perspective, but there are many other vectors which are invisible. Eventually there will be so many trees that the spatial relationships will be increasingly difficult to illustrate using 
triangulation. The landscape may return to no-place - brute materials - just like the rock-forest in Wales included earlier on in this essay. In its current state, as captured in the photograph it is neither a meadow nor a woodland, 
nor would it be considered a designed landscape. It lacks, therefore, both the security of category and the value that would be assigned to it if the intervention had been intense enough to be obvious. I am reminded of A.E. Bye when 
I work like this. In drawing the lines I am attempting to draw out the value in this process. I am also conscious of Richard Long, or even Willie Doherty’s photographs superimposed with text. The aesthetic of abandonment is not 
mainstreamed where I practise - Dublin, Ireland. It is closer to being mainstreamed in other countries such as Germany. Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 34: End-of-waste. Ippenburg competition entry, 1999. Re-using secondary-raw-materials. Composing with form to create corrals within which as-found natural processes would emerge on re-used construction and 
demolition waste. A geometric plan, combined with a proposal to use less clearly defined materials, with a partial knowledge of the processes that would occur once these materials are laid out and left to their own devices. This is a 
theme and way of working that comes back to me time and time again. It is an important theme for my practice, and an important drawing. It was the first drawing that I made with a view to setting up my own practice. Dermot 
Foley.
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Fig. 35: End-of-waste. When waste ceases to be waste. Secondary-raw-materials at ADAPT-r, 2016. These are different types of crushed waste material from construction and demolition. I crushed them and presented them at 
Westminster University. Colour is the characteristic to which I wished to reduce the materials. Almost all other features of the original materials have been eliminated. The materials are brute, raw material, akin to what a painter or 
an apothecary would use. Used in landscape design, however, as a substrate they take on other characteristics through as-found natural processes such as ecological succession. Composition varies over time. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 36: Composing. Clondalkin. An eco-museum at a seventh century round tower, Dublin 2017. I use brute, raw materials (plants) just like a painter or an apothecary would use materials. The plants change with the seasons, but 
also change over the years, die away, thrive. Although there is much more control in this project, compared to SIP, the folly’s at St.Anne’s, or the abandonment project at Lavaud, composition still varies considerably over time. We 
designed the planting to exhibit a selection of species, horticultural techniques, culinary materials and aesthetic combinations, which have been used over the centuries at monastic sites, cloisters, walled gardens and kitchen gardens. 
Many of the species planted are old or ‘antique’ and are no longer commonly used. The layout of the gardens reflects long-established horticultural practices and plant associations, such as orchard, vegetable garden, herbaceous 
border and others. The two photographs at the top right were taken by Paul Tierney (left June 2018, right July 2017). All other photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 37: Geometry. Riverside, Dublin Docklands, 2004 - 2005. Particular and unique. In Dublin I have the opportunity to work in the medieval city which has topography, but also on the reclaimed land around the port which is flat 
and laid out on a grid. I have realised that the way we work in the practice varies according to whether we are working in the medieval city or on the grid. On the grid, the lands are being re-purposed and so the new urban blocks 
often create a new context, usually enclosed, for us to work in. In this case, I can employ this kind of geometric geometry, and even though it is potentially discordant with regard to the orthogonal elevations and floor plans of the 
building it works in perspective. The reasons for the geometry and composition relate to types of user as well as user patterns during the day and week. In the medieval city the context is much more complex and demands a different 
response. Photo: Paul Tierney.
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Fig. 38: Geometry. Public park at St. Audoen’s, Dublin 2015 - 2018. Particular and unique. Evolving geometry to deal with the specificities of medieval Dublin at the city’s only extant medieval church. An open geometry which 
allows the project to exist in a complicated, wider context and to evolve in future stages. We are now looking at a second stage which would transform the urban block within which the church and park are located. This project 
contrasts with Riverside (illustrated on the previous page) where we worked within a more abstract or detached context, in the grid of the of the reclaimed port lands. Photo: Dermot Foley Landscape Architects/Calum Kirkwood.
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Fig. 39: End-of-waste. Experimental sample area at Bridgefoot, Dublin 2018 - a real life scale model of a portion of the proposed park, financed by Dublin City Council. We constructed this model for a number of reasons: to 
demonstrate possible end-of-waste solutions for secondary-raw-materials to Dublin City Council’s Environment Officers; to demonstrate the kind of construction that potential tendering contractors would be obliged to deliver 
if they were awarded the contract; to get buy-in from senior officials in Dublin City Council’s Parks and Landscape Services Division. With the exception of the timber, the materials are all secondary-raw-materials. The re-used 
concrete is used in seven different ways as: steps, seating, ‘boulders’, variable unit paving, fine crushed material for seedbeds, rough crushed material for paths and aggregate in new concrete. The three photos on the left were taken 
on completion, summer 2018, and on the right one year later. This is a new aesthetic for public realm in Dublin. There is no legislative framework in place in Ireland for the use of materials such as these in public space. This project 
relies on partial composition with an allowance for radical change that will occur through as-found natural processes on secondary-raw-material. There are questions around abandonment, kitsch and buy-in. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 40: Geometry. Landscape plan for civic office project in Monaghan Town, 2002. A competition entry with Boyd Cody Architects. Reasons for the plan geometry are pragmatic, opportunistic as well as conceptual or 
philosophical. Ghosts of field patterns are superimposed on the site and building outline in a flippant act. Although it is not totally without reason, it illustrates (an outrageous) lack of respect for the rational but at the same time 
unlocks a huge trove of possibility. In terms of geometry there is an early interest in rhomboid, triangle and other geometric geometries, influenced by the Baroque and by my first experiences of Catalan work such as the Botanic 
Gardens at Barcelona by Ferrater and Figueras. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Fig. 41: Geometry. Airlie, a ten-hectare public park proposed for Adamstown, Dublin, 2007. We worked with French landscape architect Remi Salles to develop the winning competition entry for the park. This was the first time 
that I seriously explored the use of a grid - the purpose of the grid was to set-out the trees as a dominant counterpoint to proposed sports facilities, the provision of which dominated the brief or programme for the park. In a move 
that reflects some of my earlier work with quadrilaterals, triangles and interstitial space, we dismantled and cranked the grid. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Fig. 42: Gravity. The landscape plan for Kingston reproduced twice, with north to the top (above) and the same plan in the orientation in which the drawing was composed with north to the left (below). Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects.
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Fig. 43: Timelapse. A proposal for a river as a public park at Priorsland, Dublin, 2018. The profile of the river is proposed to be modified for flood alleviation, with the darkest blue representing the deepest water at a given moment 
in time. The first ten stills (plans) from 39 are included here, representing the first flood event in a sequence of three that would cause the disturbance and rearrangement of boulders and other elements (grey). The first still (top) 
represents the driest condition at the start of the built project’s life. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Fig. 44: Geometry. Sketch plan for public park at Bridgefoot Street, Dublin 2016. Synthesising geometry and geometric. A drawing could be a definition. Or it could be a new construction, allowed into the field of geometry. 
Particular and unique - a place. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Fig. 45: Geometry. Three types of geometry for three types of project. Left: closed geometric geometry with clear interstices at Riverside in the docklands grid. Centre: Open geometric geometry at St.Audoens, in the medieval city. 
Right: Rediscovering the craft by working with secondary-raw-materials in new geometries for Bridgefoot. Photos: (left) Paul Tierney; (centre) Dermot Foley Landscape Architects/Calum Kirkwood; (right, top and bottom) Dermot 
Foley.
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Questions an explanation of how the main research question emerged
The research questions evolved as my research moved on. Their relevance changed from questions that sought to 
explore the impact of individual practitioners’ traits on design, to the impact of a single trait which can be developed 
by all practitioners; preciseness. The significance of the main research question, described below, lies in the fact that 
it obliges us to work with preciseness while not losing sight of the living or vital nature of the realm within which we 
work, thereby seeking to reestablish the wonder of the natural world at the top of the pyramid of considerations to 
be reflected in the design and building process as we shape the landscape around us.
Relevance of the early questions - how can individual temperament lead to venturous practice?
At the start of this research I posed questions which related to the kind of people that were in the practice and the 
way in which temperament affected our practice. These questions were not without value and, in fact, I know now 
that certain urges, tendencies and weaknesses can be explained with reference to personal characteristics such as 
pessimism, or even exuberant optimism. 33 I also know that some fundamental themes of practice such as scale 
come to some of us as natural fields of thought or action and not to others, therefore, individual temperament 
matters.
The early questions came about as a result of the amazement with which I read Elias’s translation of Frederick von 
Schiller’s essay On naïve and sentimental poetry. 34 Amazement? Amazement at the mirror image it portrayed of 
landscape architecture practice. Amazement at notions such as the poet’s will to change the world, the plausibility 
of a poet’s strategy for doing so and of course the typologies themselves of naïve and sentimental. The typologies are 
not at all to be mistaken for today’s common meaning in English, and are actually much more useful to me when I 
consider Schiller’s explication of their meaning and their consequences, as I see them in myself and my colleagues.
The first question I asked was: How can I better understand my temperament and the temperament of the 
designers in the practice? This question implied and/or embedded a number of more specific questions: can a 
landscape architecture practice be assessed through the lens of Schiller’s theory?; do specific types of landscape 
architecture practitioners practise in specific ways?; do personal traits, such as optimism or pessimism affect the 
way in which practitioners practise, or their ability to practise successfully?; what kinds of results are achieved 
by these different kinds of practitioners?; could landscape architecture teaching and training benefit from 
this knowledge?; in what way have projects within Dermot Foley Landscape Architects been affected by these 
characteristics?; in what way can our practice and other design practices learn from the above questions and 
improve their practice?; can the above questions lead to more ‘venturous practice’?
Although these questions now seem too far removed from the reflective practice mode of research, they are actually 
not too dissimilar to the search for urges and fascinations that underpins reflective practice research. Later, 
however, as I unfolded the practice history and my own personal history, the research questions moved away from 
those related to temperament and towards the practice itself. The questions were of the following nature: can I 
evolve an aesthetic which overcomes some of the constraints of practising in my time, place and culture?
Formative questions 35 - why do we use particular types of geometry, composition and form?
As I pondered this I carried out two types of research concurrently. Firstly, I engaged in work that you might call 
co-created, more engaged with its context, social as well as site, linked to other funded research in which we were 
taking part, and developed through teaching modules that I was preparing before each semester as I returned to 
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Fig. 46: Model of Airlie Park, one of two public parks at Adamstown, 
Dublin, 2007, for which we won the international design competition. We 
used grids for the arrangement of trees and other elements. Dermot Foley 
Landscape Architects working with landscape architect Remi Salles.
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teaching. 36 Secondly I examined our practice history of drawing to understand what tendencies had come to life in 
chronologies of projects and what kind of geometries and form had become established as dominant subsets.
Gravity - a phenomenon which affects the level of preciseness with which we draw
This work led to further questions: why do we use particular types of geometry and form in drawings?; can 
I cast light on the paradox between plan drawing and perspectival experience of landscape?; do we compose 
plan drawings based on our pictorial experience of the world as influenced through gravity? This last question, 
although on the face of it simplistic, opened a door for me in terms of my own practice. Gravity is not a weak force, 
but we are not normally conscious of it. When we look at a painting, we are not aware of its effect on our cognitive 
behaviour, never mind the fact that our feet are firmly on the ground! After reading Kandinsky’s theory on point, 
line and plane, you might expect to see lighter lines and planes drifting to the top and heavier ones falling to the 
bottom with weight. You might expect the compositional elements in the top portion of the canvas to be somewhat 
aimless compared to those at the bottom which might have intent. Do we have these expectations when we see any 
or all types of graphic representation, including plans? Maybe plans should never be drawn and displayed on 
walls? Maybe they should always be drawn and displayed on the floor? This forced me to reflect on the level of 
preciseness with which we work.
The relevance of preciseness as a trait of the landscape architect
I became more aware of the way in which land is arranged, in the first instance, through the distribution of lines, 
many of which have (tentative at best) links to the scenario with which we are first confronted on the given site. I 
Fig. 47: Planting plan for public park at Bridgefoot Street, 
Dublin 2017: north to the top (top left), and the same plan 
rotated through 90, 180 and 270 degrees. This is a new type 
of geometry in plan that we have developed in our practice, in 
response to the use of secondary-raw-materials. Dermot Foley 
Landscape Architects.
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started to flesh-out ideas about preciseness and vagueness at this point. In landscape architecture we work with 
preciseness as we draw, but the materials and processes which are the subject of the drawings exist and behave in a 
realm of vagueness.
So the central research question emerged. How can landscape architects make drawings with preciseness that 
at the same time emulate the vagueness of materials and processes peculiar to landscape and particularly with 
regard to secondary-raw-materials, the physical attributes of which are often unknown to the designer at the 
time of designing? This question emerged mainly through an exploration of the themes Preciseness, vagueness and 
Geometry, geometrical. Not surprisingly I find it useful to ask the same question in two or more ways so I could 
ask: can we draw in such a way as to emulate the vagueness of materials and processes, and at the same time 
with the preciseness that is necessary to express particular design intent and get the project built? In developing 
this question further I reflected on two specific types of material: firstly secondary-raw-material whose exact 
format, form and appearance is not known to us at the early stages of drawing and so demands a certain sensitivity 
to ambiguity; and secondly modules which are in themselves precise and knowable, but when distributed on a site 
can also give rise to ambiguous space. I explore geometry and geometric to question the usefulness of geometry in 
landscape architecture and the bias either towards or away from geometric geometry in my practice. Secondary-
raw-material is supplied in processed form - usually crushed and graded as a kind of neutral raw material, or in 
more readily discernable but less processed units as either fragments of varying sizes (broken concrete paving for 
example), or modules of similar size (bricks for example) salvaged from walls and other structures. The as-found 
natural processes that take place on crushed secondary-raw-material when it is used as a substrate can be described 
by geometry, but equally the more identifiable units, particularly the modules, can be put to use to generate 
geometric geometry within a given composition. A potential problem, however, with discernable units or modules 
is that they can be more easily identified as being waste material, therefore, their use needs the buy-in that Timothy 
Morton suggests is required for kitsch to be accessible or loved by a wider audience.
Contextualising the research question  - community of practice
There is an established tradition of as-found in art and design with many artists and practitioners who have 
exploring methods of re-using materials for aesthetic reasons or reasons to do with sustainability. In landscape 
architecture I must acknowledge seminal work in Germany by Peter Latz, in which industrial ruin is re-purposed, 
as well as Alexandre Chemetoff’s work at Nantes where everyday materials are retained and incorporated into new 
experiences of landscape. Peter Beard has worked with re-used elements at Rainham Marshes, London and Ateliers 
2/3/4/ (Parc des Chausson) have promoted a particular aesthetic which I associate with ecological process and 
ruderal species that might be found on secondary-raw-material. Perhaps the most celebrated project of relevance is 
Louis Le Roy’s Ecocathedral at Mildam. Secondary-raw-materials have been used by many practitioners as part of 
temporary installations, but few have used the materials at scale in permanent public realm, and this has never been 
done in Dublin. Therefore, before exploring the themes outlined above as they arise from the research questions, I 
elaborate, in the next two chapters, my time and place of practice as well as important fascinations that underlie my 
way of practising.
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Time & Place  how they influence my practice and how they inform my contibution to the  
     discipline
My general time and place (my culture) extends to all of the influences and experiences that I have had up to this 
point, including visits to projects by designers as diverse as Enric Miralles, Lynn Kinnear, or Catherine Mosbach, 
and time spent in awe-inspiring landscapes such as the forests of northern California. In this section, which 
inevitably relies on my own subjective view of the world as well as a number of generalisations,  I concentrate on the 
time and place within which I practise landscape architecture, using a miscellany of historical insights to explain 
how my practice has been influenced. The time is from the year 2000 to the present day and the place is Dublin.
Irish people, values and stereotypes
Ireland is an island, but sharing geology with Scotland, having shared parliaments with London, shared ideas and 
religion with France, being invaded, emigrating and coming back, makes us an outward looking place. The Roman 
conquest reached England but not Ireland. Ideas of space, architecture and garden were not transferred during 
that period so that a deep tradition rooted in the classics is not recognisable in Ireland. Irish peasants were of the 
pastoral type as opposed to the cultivating type so that the skills of plant breeding were not handed down until 
modern history. The Irish are not well known for our skills as landscape architects.
Irish people are relatively compliant, but need to (at least) feel that we are individuals who can bend the rules to suit 
ourselves. We generally do not like confrontation and are good at compromise and diplomacy. Paradoxically, given 
our desire for individuality, we do not rush to reward an alternative view, particularly one which is outwardly or 
strongly expressed. We do not like to be openly criticised and can become entrenched in our views. We can be easily 
swayed, however, through flattery. 37 Generally, the Irish, like the English, are tolerant, even welcoming of, and can 
learn easily from foreign influence. My influences in landscape architecture, my mentors, my peers are mostly non-
Irish. We tend to reward innovation in business but not necessarily in design. Ireland values the written word and 
music over all other forms of art. 38  We place a lot of value on the mythology of the past, but not on its artifacts. We 
have a tendency to neglect buildings and designed landscape and prefer to replace rather than preserve or repair. 
From a policy perspective we lack the ability to plan properly, to get the best out of contrasting typologies. We are 
laggards when it comes to climate change, with amongst the highest per-capita green house gas emissions in the 
world, while fostering an image of our Emerald Isle for the consumption of tourists and as a soporific for ourselves.
The gombeen represents the cynicism of the Irish. 39 This caricature down-plays any philosophical view of life, tends 
to reduce whatever it is by which he is confronted to a joke, but at the same time harbours ambition and detests 
being made a mockery of.
My practice in the context of Irish values and stereotypes
With regard to my practice I find, partly for the above reasons, that it is hard to forcefully express new ideas in 
landscape architecture, or to disseminate some of the beliefs that I hold in terms of the importance of landscape 
architecture as a valuable, useful and functional part of our culture. I find that it is hard to expand the discourse on 
usefulness to include the impacts that good landscape architecture can have. These include more intimate contact 
with the material world, particularly the more dynamic world of natural process, and opportunities for people to 
dwell, to be content in no-places, or in-between places, places which do not offer specific or recognisable activities, 
or those which do not fit a particular aesthetic. There can be a lack of meaningful dialogue on design matters. Agents 
of the construction and development sector are not necessarily willing to be the victims of innovation, but they will 
learn from a variety of sources, landscape architecture now being more frequently one of them.
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Fig. 48: Control Z - shared geology, 2009. A map of Ireland and Scotland 
highlighting shared geology (dashed line) and the main cities in both 
countries (dots) - Cork, Dublin, Belfast, Glasgow, Edinburgh. This map was 
prepared for research into new economies and spatial strategies for the east 
coast of Ireland. Dermot Foley.
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The Irish legal system - design of public space in a predominantly private sector model
Our laws, regulations and guidance stem vaguely from the ancient Irish world (Brehon law), more tangibly from 
the recent few centuries of English control, and now increasingly from the Franco-German world, through Brussels. 
Our common law system affords more rights to the individual property owner than the legal system of some of 
our European neighbours, which would favour the state or the collective. This influences the way in which public 
infrastructure, including public open space, is delivered and the quality as well as the level of innovation expected 
of that infrastructure. Put simply, in terms of how it affects my practice, the goals and objectives of a private sector 
organisation, as a vehicle for the delivery of public open space, are often not aligned with the objectives of the 
municipal authority within whose jurisdiction the open space is being delivered, nor are they fully aligned with the 
needs and desires of the end users. This can stymie innovation in the design and delivery of public open space.
Aesthetics in Ireland - a traditional dislike of the geometric
When it comes to geometry and the geometric, in broad terms there remains a dislike in Ireland, of what people 
might call the geometric in landscape drawings. Straightness, symmetry and grid are likely to be rejected in favour 
of the serpentine (so-called non-geometric) – not surprising given our proximity to England and shared language, 
despite our historic alliances with the Catholic powers of Spain and France, but equally despite the antagonism 
associated with the Brownian demesne landscapes of the eighteenth and nineteenth century. In my experience of 
projects such as Airlie, there was an initial lack of empathy on the part of the commissioning parties, with the grid 
and similarly with the intensely geometric earthworks as we had originally proposed, regardless of us having won 
the design competition!  Nevertheless, I believe these tendencies to be somewhat weaker now than they were when I 
first started to practise and this may simply be to do with the accelerated globalisation which has occurred in the last 
two decades. Interestingly, there is, on the other hand, little resistance, at least conceptually, to the mechanization 
of land through drainage, ploughing and stripping, sometimes in near-grid formations, such as occurs through large 
swathes of the midlands of Ireland with the harvest of peat for electricity production, or the removal of hedgerows 
and reformatting of field patterns in order to increase yield. The logic of the machine goes unquestioned. This is 
important because it situates landscape architecture outside the majority of land and landscape-based activity, and 
within the glass case of aesthetics.
A potted history of Ireland - rejecting and rediscovering land and landscape
The industrial revolution did not have a considerable influence in Ireland. Apart from a short period of getting-on-
our-feet, in terms of industry and infrastructure, after the Free State was formed in the 1920s, we skipped directly 
into the information age. I believe the timing of the formation of our state to be very important in terms of our 
relationship with the land (and the impact that that has on the practice of landscape architecture). 40 The Republic of 
Ireland was formed just as Modernism was emerging as a global force. From the 1930s to the 1960s the generations 
who would became the leaders during my early lifetime, despite the influence of the Catholic Church (or sometimes 
spurred on by modernising elements of the church), and leaving aside a marginalised (even elite) surge in all things 
Celtic, promulgated a set of values which rejected the past and allowed them to receive modernisation while at 
the same time holding relatively conservative views. It is as if they only knew how to (actively) reject the past and, 
therefore, had to (passively) receive the future, without real discourse or critique. Rejection, by rural generations 
migrating to Dublin, as well as farming communities, included a rejection of designed landscape (the demesne) and 
a rejection of ancient peasant techniques in cultivating the land. The modernisation of Ireland during that period 
seems to have happened without awareness. Since the 1980s the modernisation of Ireland seems to be happening 
with more awareness, although as might be expected the fundamental traits of Irish people have not changed. 
My clients are becoming ever more aware of their options. They are more curious about design. They ask more 
questions. They are fundamentally Irish, but I have learned to engage with them, during this research, more frankly. 
Fig. 49: Portait of Jonathan Swift (above left) by Francis Bindon (c.1735). 
Courtesy Crawford Art Gallery.
Fig. 50: Sculpture in the Parklands, 2007. A drawing on an aerial 
photograph which reveals the grid-like way in which the midlands of 
Ireland have been re-organised through mechanical peat harvesting by 
the state from the mid twentieth century to the present day. Dermot Foley 
Landscape Architects.
Fig. 51: Portrait of architect William Kent (above right) by Bartholomew 
Dandridge (c.1736). Courtesy National Portrait Gallery.
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I am now practising through a period of more intensive engagement, in a place which is becoming more diverse, 
and in a culture which is still very open to international influence. There is, however, a certain ‘tightening’ occurring 
which you might call ‘localism’. This may reflect international trends. In practice this has to do with a rediscovery, 
including that of the land, landscape, its design (demesnes) and its cultivation. It also has to do with procurement of 
design services from local firms, which may, in Ireland’s case, represent a new found confidence in things Irish.
Parallel histories – three Irish lives around the time of Versailles, Rousham and Blenheim
In this section I employ very brief biographies of historical figures to cast light on life in practice in Dublin.
Satirist Jonathan Swift, harpist Turlough O’Carolan and landscape architect John Sutherland were alive when 
important landscape design events were taking place in Europe. I feel somehow connected to them, Swift because of 
where my office is located, O’Carolan because of my brief teenage pilgrimage to his grave and Sutherland for many 
reasons, most notably the landscape within which I played as a child.
Anglo-Irishness - Jonathan Swift
Jonathan Swift was born in 1667 in Dublin, at Hoey’s Court, near St.Werburgh’s Street (only a stone’s throw from 
my office) one year after the gardens at Versailles were completed. My office was a weaver’s atelier for the second 
half of the twentieth-century, one of the last remaining weavers. The name of the weavers is still stenciled on my 
office door. Swift helped the protestant weavers in the area who were pushed to starvation in the early to mid 
seventeen hundreds, 41 frequently traveled the Irish sea and had a familiarity with both London and Dublin. Swift 
suffered the dilemma of identification that in some ways cursed the Anglo-Irish. 42 Providing us now with sharp 
insight in relation to the Anglo-Irish question and Irish independence he asked ‘am I a freeman in England and 
do I become a slave in six hours by crossing the channel?’ 43 Although continental style and technique can be seen 
in the architecture of the day, the cultural milieu was substantially an Anglo-Irish one, with travel and trade most 
likely to take place between Ireland and England but not mainland Europe. The bond with England remains strong 
today, and even though many of my mentors are from continental Europe or America, the mechanism of practice, 
the day-to-day stuff of practice in Dublin is most strongly influenced by our economic and historic ties to England. 
Swift’s satirical journalism contributed to the downfall of the Duke of Marlborough (Blenheim Palace). Although I 
have no evidence to suggest that Swift was interested in garden design he was a contemporary of William Kent and 
lived at a time when Kent worked at Rousham, my favourite English garden.
Swift wrote to his lover Vanessa that Ireland was ‘not a place for any freedom, but where everything is known in a 
week and magnified a hundred degrees’. 44 On the Irish temperament he was exasperated by what he described the 
‘factiousness, apathy and inability to act.’ 45 Apathy is a factor with which we deal regularly and particularly during 
the construction stages of a project, when there can be a distinct lack of interest in acting decisively to achieve 
excellence. Doubly complicating matters, if our practice agitates to achieve excellence we can find ourselves locked 
out of the process.
Swift also described Ireland as the most miserable country in Europe and a vile place! During Swift’s time Dublin 
was socially seamless with London. The decision makers and law enforcers, those whom history has recorded, had 
English (and Scottish) names and titles and many were English, migrating freely between London and Dublin: 
The Earl of Sunderland, Alan Brodrick, John Forster, William Whitshed, Joseph Deane, Knightley Chetwood, 
the Grattans of Belcamp, the Duke of Grafton to name but a few. 46 Dublin’s golden age, from the early seventeen 
hundreds to around 1800 was English, in its conception, aesthetic, social and legal characteristics. Acts of the 
London parliament prevailed. 47 Swift’s pro-Ireland pamphlet A proposal for the universal use of Irish manufacture 
(1720) was not necessarily patriotism, but an opportunity to attack old enemies such as Prime Minister Walpole. 48
Fig. 52: Portrait of landscape architect John Sutherland by Martin Cregan, 
1822. Courtesy National Museums Northern Ireland. Apparently Sutherland 
is dressed here as a man of action. He left little by way of archive but did get 
substantial projects completed, such as Ballyfin and Rockingham.
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A short review of Swift’s life and work draws our attention to the plight of the Anglo-Irish as opposed to the native 
Irish people (whatever that means!...Celt, Viking, Norman.... and now Chinese, Nigerian, Syrian, Polish and so on). 
The importance of the Anglo-Irish as a bridge between England (later the British Empire) and the Irish people, 
cannot be overestimated. What the Anglo-Irish achieved for, and in, Ireland is still, I think, not appreciated by the 
vast majority of Irish people. Anglo-Irish art, design, landscape architecture and architecture, for some remains 
tainted by association with England. The Anglo-Irish man can fully integrate neither in Dublin nor in London - this 
is a theme in Book Four of Gulliver’s Travels.  49 The Irish are the ‘Yahoos’ of Book Four of Gulliver’s Travels. Base, 
low brow and incapable of reason. Swift’s vitriolic descriptions of the native Irish of his time 50 gives us an insight 
into why today’s Irish might have an inferiority complex. A complex which sometimes leads to over-performance, 
but at the same time does not handsomely equip us with the skills for commissioning, procuring and fostering 
excellence in design. My mother exemplifies the native Irish woman, one who thoroughly and understandably 
rejected the poverty of her birthplace but was incapable of replacing it satisfactorily with a new set of positive values. 
51 I elaborate below, in the section on Irish design and landscape architecture, on the impact that the suspician with 
which the native Irish view the exploits and achievements of the Anglo-Irish has on my practice.
I live in the remnants of designed landscapes - John Sutherland
John Sutherland (c.1745 possibly in Scotland  – 1826) settled in Dublin in his twenties and was a follower of 
Capability Brown. He designed the landscape at Rockingham, through which I roamed as a child on summer 
holidays. In recent years I became aware of a lovely coincidence – that he had designed much of the landscape 
which determined the morphology of the Dublin suburb within which I grew up. I remember a large mature beech 
tree in a tiny front garden. For many years I wondered about its incongruous proximity to the small house. It was 
one of his trees!, from a demesne now subsumed by twentieth-century housing. Sutherland remains Ireland’s most 
accomplished landscape architect. I have researched his work at Mountjoy (a conservation plan for Sutherland’s 
Mountjoy Square) and concluded that his achievements there matched or surpassed his more famous contemporary 
Humphry Repton. Both worked with the architect John Nash. 52 In the few sources that remain Sutherland is 
conveyed as a man of action. It seems that he wanted to build. His actions speak louder than his words and in that 
regard he is the antithesis of critics such as J.C. Loudon. He is one of my heros because he wanted to build, but 
unfortunately his work is not widely known, nor is it, with the exception of Mountjoy Square, in any way deemed to 
be worthy or preservation or restoration by the state. 53 
Bucolic, nostalgic and fascinating - Turlough O’Carolan
Turlough O’Carolan (1670 – 1738) is buried a short bike ride from my mother’s childhood home in the bucolic 
landscape of Co. Roscommon. When I was a young teenager I cycled my grandfather’s bike to O’Carolan’s grave. 
It was one of my first forays out of my childhood environment. Prior to that, while holidaying at my grandfather’s 
house, I had been within earshot of my parents, roaming no more than a few hundred yards from my grandfather’s 
house, to dam the stream that ran under the bridge, or to jump onto the haystacks! This journey involved, for me, 
an early experience of the ‘historical sensation’. 54  I have no idea why I took the journey that day, other than having 
heard O’Carolan’s name mentioned so many times as a legendary figure. Indeed, he is considered to be Ireland’s 
unofficial national composer.
Fig. 53: A plan of Dublin. Black represents water. The grid of the 
reclaimed lands of the port is visible on the right side of the plan. The 
contours are 1-metre contours. The red line is the original or naturally 
occurring coastline prior to land reclamation.  I can identify two modes 
of practice: one within a grid and one within a medieval town scape 
– two systems that are odds with each other, perhaps the latter being 
more interesting for my landscape practice... perhaps? I teased this 
idea out in Small imperfections 2, a presentation made to Landworks 
Circus, Florence, 2018. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Irish design & landscape architecture
Irish people are proud of our craft culture and this is recognised, inevitably as a niche, in certain countries 
throughout the world (knitwear in Japan, glass in the USA). Ireland’s global contribution to design, however, 
is arguably the illuminated manuscripts of the early Christian period (500 - 850 AD). In relation to designed 
landscape in Ireland, and leaving aside class struggle which would have happened elsewhere in any case, there 
is a deep residue of antagonism toward landscapes associated with the demesnes of the English gentry and the 
Anglo-Irish cohort. The English Landscape Style demesne landscape, 55 which I love from my childhood, is at best 
unknown to the majority of Irish people and hence disappearing through neglect.  At worst it is associated with 
colonialism and willfully destroyed. The Land Commission 56 played its part in the 1950s. Since then semi-state 
bodies and private individuals have done the rest. There are, however, a few notable exceptions such as Ballyfin, 
with John Sutherland’s landscape restored under private ownership and the house now a hotel. The state plays little 
or no role in the acquisition and meaningful preservation of important designed landscapes. Even major demesnes 
under the stewardship of the Office of Public Works, 57 such as Castletown House, are starved of finance.
Based on this it might not be unreasonable to state that landscape design is tarnished by association with the 
demesne, but in time I expect the influence of this to wane. It seems to be a rural phenomenon, but given the scale 
of the inflow of rural populations to Dublin since the 1950s and given the fact that many of the early rural migrants 
to Dublin became policy makers, it has had a tangible effect on how landscape design is received.
The landscape architecture tradition in Ireland - a reason for my research
Juhani Pallasmaa writes, ‘Only works that are in vital and respectful dialogue with their past possess the mental 
capacity to survive time and stimulate viewers, listeners, readers and occupants in the future.’ 58 He argues that 
newness is not an attribute of authentic art or architecture, in fact authentic art and architecture addresses its 
predecessors, not a future audience. This means tradition. In recent decades Irish architects have found a particular 
tradition, in large part, ironically, by looking to the vernacular which was architect-less. Nevertheless, there are 
contemporary buildings being designed and constructed that, according to the critics, have an Irishness about 
them. In architecture the Irish vernacular was heavily influenced by the Normans. Today a walk in the Normandy 
countryside reveals how remarkable the similarities are with the Irish landscape, farming, building and climate. 
Contemporary architecture in Ireland is now well received by a growing body of people, whether commissioners or 
users. Mass media is paying more attention to architecture and as a consequence, other forms of design in the built 
environment, including landscape architecture. But what is the tradition in landscape architecture? Who are the 
predecessors to whom I must address myself through my work? Can I find it in the Irish landscape or is it to be 
discovered in the output of an international array of practitioners (perhaps some Irish, but most not)?
In Ireland we absorbed, but did not further, the Baroque (Kilruddery), the English Landscape Style (Rockingham), 
the Arts & Crafts movement (several projects by Lutyens) and other styles. In the nineteenth century, William 
Robinson, an Irish gardener, gave the horticultural world the Robinsonian Style - a dynamic mixing of indigenous 
and exotic plant species which is a precursor to much of the so-called informal planting methods of the twentieth 
and twenty first centuries. The Regency designer John Sutherland, not having left a comprehensive archive, remains 
a relatively obscure figure, but is Ireland’s most accomplished landscape architect.
The (Irish) tradition within which my practice is situated is an amalgamated body of fragmented influences. In a 
way it is a reflection of how long globalisation has been gestating, with waves of introduced or interpreted modes 
of practice over many centuries. I am comfortable in a tradition of multiple strains, an eclectic vision of what 
designed landscape is or could be. Some of my Irish contemporaries have charted what I believe to be a disastrous 
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practice of employing Celtic symbolism. Others rely heavily on Anglo (Georgian, Regency and Victorian) modes. 
The former naively transposes form from manuscript to drawing and the latter denies the wider complexity of the 
tradition. I am not certain that I can define with clarity, or even give an example of a recently designed landscape 
that is a satisfactory, current or fresh expression of an Irish tradition of landscape architecture. I can say though that 
I am consciously working on projects which introduce aesthetics from other regions and, therefore, continue the 
tendency of eclecticism in the tradition.
An ill-defined tradition in Irish landscape architecture?
An ill-defined tradition of landscape architecture in Ireland forces me, and at the same time affords me the 
possibility, to invent new geometries. Other regions have well established traditions with embedded geometries. For 
example, French landscape architects often use grids and the French community at large seems to be comfortable 
with that culture. The Saxon (as opposed to Anglo-Saxon) world is comfortable with the aesthetic outcome of 
an ecological approach to landscape architecture. Since graduating from University College Dublin, I have spent 
almost three decades finding these geometries, learning how to use them and then inventing my own geometries for 
practice in the Irish context. This is the foundation of my research. By necessity I am making new geometries, new 
formulae, new definitions for landscape architecture in Ireland. This current research focuses on those geometries 
that might best express the attributes of secondary-raw-material to an Irish community.
Dublin - the history and geography of the place within which my work is situated
Dublin is not a homogeneous place. The results of spatial planning are not as explicit as in many other European 
cities. The city is higgledy-piggledy, and recent trends in planning, such as the relaxation of rules on building height, 
suggest that the vestiges of any homogeneity will be eroded further over time. Dublin is a miniature London - having 
similar historical periods of building with a similar array of building style and type of public realm but with a 
narrower river, less bridges and smaller buildings. The history of the city is as varied as its physical character. The 
city was Norse/Viking, Norman, English and no doubt  influenced from further afield. 59 Today, after the first two 
or three decades of globalisation Dublin’s requirements are aligning with those of other cities. With that comes a 
generation of landscape architects whose work reflects the work that they see around them not just in Europe but 
globally. I belong to that generation. Few of my mentors or influences are Irish.
Practising in Dublin - in the medieval footprint, or on the grid
I have worked primarily in Dublin, mostly for Irish clients, since 2000. During this period of time Dublin has 
boomed, crashed and boomed again. The turn of the millennium was preceded by more than a century of economic 
struggle triggered by the famine of the mid 1840s and, in the case of Dublin, the earlier Act of Union (1800) when 
the parliament in Dublin was dissolved, peers moved back to London, and the city fell into decline. 60 Today’s 
cultural and economic milieu is relatively open and susceptible to change. During my lifetime the population has 
moved from a Caucasian monoculture to a diverse multi-culture. Dublin has changed in similar ways to many 
European cities as urbanisation gives rise to increasing land values, pressure on housing and services as well as 
increased migration. Membership of the European Union, again during my lifetime, brings Dublin as a place and 
culture, somewhat closer to what we call the continent but our strongest ties are still with the Anglo-Saxon world.
The city centre’s morphology is medieval, giving way to a grid in the Georgian districts and the former port 
(docklands), where the land is reclaimed from the sea. The suburbs are either modelled according to nineteenth 
and twentieth-century models of urban design such as Garden City, or are layered over partially retained fragments 
of eighteenth-century demesne landscape. I grew up (school, recreation) in one of the latter types of suburb and 
consumed (shopping, bars, restaurants) in the city centre with its modest topography and medieval layout. During 
Fig. 54: Plan for Airlie park, Dublin, 2007. We worked with French 
landscape architect Remi Salles to develop the winning competition entry 
for a ten-hectare public park. This was the first time that I seriously 
explored the use of a grid - the purpose of the grid was to set-out the trees 
as a dominant counterpoint to proposed sports facilities, the provision 
of which dominated the brief or programme for the park. In a move 
that reflects some of my earlier work with quadrilaterals, triangles and 
interstitial space, we dismantled and cranked the grid. The grid of trees, 
the deconstructed hedgerow, was developed as an alternative to retaining 
linear hedgerows.
Fig. 55: Fig. 1 Using geometry in gridded parts of Dublin - John 
Sutherland’s plan for Mountjoy Square 1802 redrawn (above) and an early 
plan for Riverside (below). Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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my formative years the extensive grid of the docklands had not been redeveloped. It had been abandoned and 
fenced off, so I did not experience a strongly gridded city as a child. For that reason, large grids on flat terrain are 
anathema to me (some parts of the Melbourne grid) but I do find smaller grids (parts of Hong Kong or Manhattan) 
more comfortable, accessible and enjoyable. I am attracted to the grid as an exotic experience as long as it is small in 
interval. I also appreciate grids on relatively extreme topography (Glasgow, parts of Hong Kong). The Barcelona grid 
does nothing for me, but I love the partial triangulation of the Paris ‘grid’ because it engenders order but is infact 
extremely diverse, in the main through variation in length or cross sectional profile of the streets. I find Dublin’s 
Georgian grid more attractive than the newly redeveloped docklands grid, with what I consider a better proportion 
of height to width as well as quantity and distribution of open space.
In practice I am now conscious of different modes of designing which we employ depending on whether the project 
is located in the medieval centre or the grid of the docklands. My research into geometry and geometric is rooted 
in this bi-polarity of Dublin’s topography. We have successfully employed closed and self contained geometric 
geometry at locations in the docklands grid where new buildings form particularly well-defined contexts for 
designing, but use a more open-ended and fragmented geometry in the more complex, layered, and topographical 
medieval core. Leaving aside symmetry, the way we have used geometric geometry on the grid is akin to the use of 
geometry such as circle or rectangle in the squares of Dublin’s Georgian grid. 61 
Growth of the landscape architecture profession in Dublin
Change and development in Dublin during my lifetime includes the first transformation of an inner city quarter 
almost lost to dereliction (Temple Bar), the up-cycling of extensive tracts of nineteenth century port land, 
the construction of the motorway ring-road and a major port tunnel as well as the first suburban commercial 
developments that would match and exceed the scale of commercial space available in the historic city centre. In 
the same period Dublin-London emerged as the busiest air transport route in Europe and Dublin’s commuter zone 
has extended beyond 50 kilometres from the centre in some directions. Dublin now hosts European headquarter 
buildings for dozens of major technological firms. This change and development has provided opportunities for 
landscape architects. I belong to a second generation of landscape architects, the first comprising some of the 
founders of the Irish Landscape Institute, which was first established in 1993. Dublin is a small city though, with 
relatively few landscape architecture practices. It is difficult to sustain a practice of designers for the long-term. 
Practices tend to shrink drastically during recessions. These factors promote a kind of pragmatism in practice, 
which of course is not alien to designers, but it is a challenge to stay alive within the highly cyclical economy while 
at the same time fostering something more than mere pragmatics. Nevertheless, with regard to the commissioning 
environment within which my practice operates, specifically in relation to private sector client bodies who normally 
commission landscape architecture as part of an architecture project, a recent shift in financing of construction, 
triggered by the global financial crash of 2008, from Irish banks to international (particularly American) funds has 
brought about an important shift for our profession in Dublin. This involves varying degrees of the following three 
phenomena, all of which have the effect of promoting landscape architecture: a more sophisticated and critical set of 
client values, recognising the potential of landscape architecture; a project management-led culture which identifies 
risk in a more focused manner with the consequent expansion of the design team to include landscape architects 
among a wide range of new disciplines; and a downward pressure on lead-consultant (particularly on architect) fees 
which again leads to an expanding design team as the lead consultants look to minimise their scope to reflect the 
lower fee. In parallel with that, public sector client bodies, who commission us as lead consultants, are also more 
aware of the potential value that good landscape architecture can bring to a project. These organisations are also 
tapping into a wider range of funding mechanisms and starting to reorganise the way in which they procure design, 
purchase risk and manage their external consultants as well as their internal staff. Some local authority landscape 
Fig. 56: Dublin’s ‘junkspace’ (may be too literal an interpretation 
of Koolhaas’s term, but it is junkspace on at least two levels). Not a 
phenomenon exclusive to the twentieth or twenty first century. The Grand 
Canal (built in the late 1700s) can be seen on the far left. Photos; Dermot 
Foley.
Fig. 57: A prospect of the city of Dublin from the north, by Charles 
Brooking, 1728, from Historic Dublin Maps, published by the National 
Gallery of Ireland. A panoramic view from the north which shows how the 
city is located in the picturesque context of the Wicklow hills to the south. 
Below the view, the city is mapped upside down, with south to the top. The 
map matches the view in orientation, so that the overall presentation is 
entirely logical. It is more than logical... it provides a strong hint to the 
importance of views to the hills from the city, some of which, for example 
the view from the top of Francis Street, are being lost as I write due to poor 
planning.
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architects are beginning to take a lead on research, policy and development projects. This has facilitated a more 
sophisticated discussion around landscape architecture in both the private and public sector and has helped me to 
push venturous practice as I have embedded the research in the projects.
Time and place - craft and preciseness
Ultimately though, a breakthrough consequence of my time and my place is that through seeking new geometries, 
through contemplating geometry in the context of as-found processes and through focusing on processes as they 
emerge on carefully composed secondary-raw-material I have had to rediscover the craft of building, in a way 
which is not dissimilar to ancient ways of working in all sorts of parts of the world. So the universal traits that we 
humans share come to the fore when a challenge is laid down. In my time and place the challenge is the creative 
use of secondary-raw-material in public space. Construction and demolition waste is the biggest waste stream in 
the EU. 62  In Ireland at present we do not have legislation that defines suitable end-of-waste uses for many types of 
construction and demolition waste. In attempting to describe, through landscape architecture, what end-of-waste 
might look like I am rediscovering the craft. I, together with my clients and contractors are talking about broken bits 
of concrete. I have selected waste and used it, we have sketched rules for contractors as to how to place particular 
pieces - much as Isamu Noguchi selected stones in Japan and instructed their placement in his work in Paris and 
elsewhere. There is a resemblance, in crafting these pieces of waste material, to the tradition of Japanese landscape 
and garden design. 63 As a final word in this chapter I can thank my first landscape architect tutor - Martin Hallinan 
- for inspiring me with a love of the poetic side of landscape and materials. Martin worked in the tradition of crafting 
with stone when he first taught me in the late 1980s and he continues to do so today. Like all craftspeople, he works 
with preciseness, while at the same time not knowing exactly what form the final outcome will take. 64 
Why do I value Martin’s input over others? Why am I drawn to particular types of activity or ways of working? In 
the next chapter I step back a little further to reveal some of the most relevant of my fascinations.... fascinations 
which I have (re)discovered during the course of this research.
Fig. 58: Rediscovering the craft - learning how to play again. From 
top down: the ancient craft of dry stone walls in Ireland; garden at the 
Imperial Villa, Katsura; re-using hand made bricks to make a wall in 
Dublin (2004); collecting driftwood at Arnolab, Florence (2019); defining 
end-of-waste for public park at Bridgefoot, Dublin (2018). In all cases the 
crafts person does the work with preciseness, but the materials are unique, 
if not unknown in their exact shape or form. Top image © Arthur Shirran.
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Fascinations how experience, tendencies and preferences shape my practice
James Joyce called Dublin his dear dirty dumpling. 65 Joyce’s description of the North Strand, the Canal Bridge 
and surrounds in his short story An encounter is alive for me. 66  The closeness of his description to my experience 
of that area is uncanny. He captured space, weather, atmosphere. He describes a grimy urban realm which is the 
realm through which I cycled on my forays into the city from my suburban home. I cycled the three miles as a young 
teenager to buy records and later would traverse similar parts of the city to attend university. These trips would 
always involve crossing one of the rivers, the railway or the Royal Canal, in order to enter the city.
Suburbia - boundary (a fascination that underpins much of my composition in plan)
Growing up on a suburban plot was the norm as far as I was concerned. I became an amateur gardener in my early 
teenage years and learnt how to cut a hedge from my mother and how to dig a trench from my father. During the 
summers, I travelled the suburb with my parents’ lawn mower and the shears passed down from my grandparents. 
From my late teenage years on I became more aware of, and frustrated with, the shape, size or proportions of the 
plot that was in my ownership. The boundaries of the plot took on so much significance. I was distressed when the 
open and ambiguous boundaries of hedge were replaced with block walls – unquestionable boundaries. The fact 
that the plot had boundaries and the way it was bounded became a source of annoyance. In the early years we could 
crawl through the hedges into our neighbours’ plots, play with neighbouring children, even go to the next garden 
and take a few damsons, do with curiosity what all children did. From fifteen I worked for many different people 
as a casual gardener but I did not enjoy gardening for others as I did on my own plot. Broadcaster Richard Mabey 
discusses the influence of ownership on the way we interact with nature, as gardeners. 67 Ownership for me had to 
do with freedom to make decisions, not accumulation of material goods, but of course it was linked to boundaries. 
As I unpacked my back story I became aware of a fascination with boundaries. 68 The fascination with boundaries 
helps me to explain my work by outlining its influence on me personally and the way in which the idea of boundary 
has been absorbed into the drawings, both conceptually, but also in terms of real boundaries that I am playing off, 
modifying, creating.
Wilderness - places, no-places, in-between places
From a very young age my parents brought my siblings and I to Wicklow for walks and picnics. Wicklow is directly 
south of Dublin and contains a range of hills which rise to just over 1,000 metres above sea level. They can be 
subject to extreme weather conditions during the winter months. It was during this season that I most enjoyed 
exploring this landscape as a teenager and into my adult years, often walking alone and deliberately seeking out 
bad weather! It is a landscape where I learned to understand something about space, scale, slope, windward and 
leeward, underfoot and so on. I targeted other landscapes of a similar nature across the country and remote from 
towns and cities, where solitude was even easier to find than Wicklow. Time spent in these landscapes taught me 
to tolerate and relish open-ended situations which were not under my control. These landscapes were about as 
close as I could get to wilderness (no-places). Interestingly they also comprised, in large part, areas of commercial 
forestry, the scale of which facilitates the emergence of curious in-between places during the slow maturation of 
the forest crop.  I am attracted to the open-ended nature of landscape and landscape architecture, not only with 
regard to the process of change over time, but with the use of open-ended geometry in plan which responds to 
complex surrounding context by falling short of the boundaries of a given site or project, or by suggesting a spatial 
composition which reaches beyond the boundaries. 69 
5Fig. 59: Perspective for a competition in London, 1996. The Yves Brunier 
influence was an aberation. I stopped using painterly or overtly abstract 
montage and became more interested in the so-called reality of materials. 
Dermot Foley/Aukett Associates.
Fig. 60: Rudimentary efforts of a teenager in horticulture and building. My 
parents’ garden in the Dublin suburbs. I spotted the old hand-made bricks 
(in the foreground), discarded on a neighbouring street and brought them 
back with my father to use them in the garden. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 61: Hills in Wicklow (above) and Sligo (below). Two places where 
I experience an environment which is very much outside my control. An 
appreciation of this is central to the practice of landscape architecture. 
Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 62: Two plans of suburban plots in Dublin for which I have designed gardens. I have selected these plans because they illustrate the 
imperfection typically found in what are normally considered to be rectanglualr plots. In fact most plots are not rectangles, but appear at first sight 
to be rectangles. This gives me the opportunity to exploit the slight deviation from the right angle (sometimes only two or three degrees) to create 
a composition which responds to the boundary by constantly ‘correcting’ it using fragments of new boundaries which are square to the house, but 
stepping away from the house in a sequence that paradoxically allows for further imperfection. In Dublin, the house is typically located close to the 
centre of the plot but towards the front, in order to maximise the size of the more private garden to the rear. Dermot Foley Landscpe Architects.
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Early student days
As a student of landscape architecture in Dublin I was frustrated by the lack of innovation and a generation who 
seemed locked into the quintessentially British Victorian aesthetic which we had inherited from the nineteenth 
century. 70 Of course a lot has changed since then, in Dublin as well as Britain, but at the time I looked to France, 
Spain, Germany, USA and elsewhere for inspiration. That is to say that the projects from which I drew inspiration 
were projects which I had not visited. The landscapes in Ireland, to which I had access and which played a role 
in my formation, were for the most part, not designed landscapes. 71  This accounts for my fascination with the 
(so called) no-places and all of the hybrids of in-between experiences that are featured in Chapter 2. By my mid-
twenties I was able to visit designed landscapes in France and Catalunya, both historic and contemporary. These 
included the Baroque as well as those of Miralles, Gali, Chemetoff, Tschumi, Corajoud, Clement and so on. My main 
interest was in the geometric geometry of these exotic projects as opposed to what is conventionally considered to 
be the non-geometric of the English tradition. This has a significant bearing on my research.
In the mid 1990s I visited Parc de la Villette and was taken by the openness of the southern boundary, and that the 
secure boundary had been reduced to a point in the centre of the park, where visitors are obliged to cross the canal 
on a pedestrian bridge. The open boundary and the integration of park and city was the real lesson learned. The way 
in which the landscape of the city and that of the park had been de-polarised had a big impact on me. I also visited 
Versailles for the first time in the mid 1990s. It and the other Baroque gardens that I have visited remain one of my 
most important influences. One of my strongest memories of Versailles is perhaps not the one that was intended 
for me. The first time I visited Versailles I walked the full length of the Grand Canal. At the end of the canal the 
engineered landscape just ended at a fence and the world returned to the everyday - a field grazed by cattle.
Geometry (my undergraduate design thesis), geometric (my post-graduate design thesis)
In 1994/95 I studied at the University of Greenwich. My thesis involved a process-driven design approach on a site 
in the Thames Valley, at Weybridge, which was in a constant state of erosion and deposition. I became interested 
in the dynamics of the site and the dynamics of rotation coppicing as a design tool. I grew willow from cuttings and 
used them as part of the end-of-year show at the university. The willows’ resilience and will to live was astounding. 
The geometry of the project was there but not something of which I was fully aware.
By 1998, for my post-graduate thesis, after having spent time in Paris, I was attempting urban design of derelict 
sites in Dublin’s docklands. My post-graduate work was influenced by the likes of Christian de Portzamparc. 
72  Crude as my work was, it embodied core space-making devices which I have refined in subsequent years. At 
this point the way I composed was determined by juxtaposition and proportion. Parc de la Villette had a very 
strong influence. I had not applied the looser techniques, related to process, that interested me during my earlier 
undergraduate thesis at the University of Greenwich. The geometric of the project was up front – as geometric tends 
to be.
The geometry of landscape and the geometric of landscape were firmly established in my way of practice, but 
perhaps not synthesized. They seem to have stemmed from my twin experiences of nature: wilderness-geometry 
(no-place) and garden-geometric (place, by virtue of the particular or unique). The recognition of both as distinct in 
my formation and the explication of their synthesis is the essence of this research.
Photography - a fascination with the ground
From the early 1990s photography became my preferred mode of observing. I began to amass a collection of slides. 
The photographs are clearly distinguishable as having been of either designed landscapes, or very ordinary places, 
Fig. 63: Pines, moss and grass. A visit to the Kröller-Müller Museum in 
the late 1990s with Marti Franch. Photo: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 64: Versailles at the end of the Grand Canal, 1995. The designed 
landscape ended abruptly. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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almost the banal. Looking down towards the ground became one of my preferred modes of observing. 73  Other 
less frequent types of photographs were those which emulated types of composition in painting (large skies of the 
Dutch polders for example). I continue to photograph landscape, but with less emphasis on designed landscape. I 
interpret the downward look and lack of horizon as a fascination with the ground. I believe it has something to do 
with gardening. It has to do with getting things done, building. I am sure I inherited that from my mother. I also 
believe it has something to do with a fascination with no-places - a sort of forensic seeking out of place in apparent 
no-place. And that comes from my father.
Preponderant experiences
I share with many designers a fascination with ruin and the effects of neglect. The fact that neglected artifacts had a 
previous life is very important to me. They were utilised, taken care of by others. Added to that, the effect of neglect 
on an artifact is not all the same as the effect of neglect on a landscape. In landscape abandonment automatically 
brings renewal. Renewal, in the case of a neglected artifact requires its re-use. I find myself overwhelmed by certain 
landscape experiences. With few exceptions that feeling of being overwhelmed is not replicated through experience 
of buildings or fine art. 74  Buildings and structures that I have stopped to capture with my camera over the years are 
often those with a peculiar machined appearance, or with a sense of a familiar object having been re-formulated for 
a new function. 75  Some of the photographs of landscapes in Chapter 2 (Fig. 23) are typical of the kinds of spaces 
that have interested me since childhood camping trips. I am particularly interested in constructed nature with 
spaces which are manufactured through commercial processes or left alone in active latency between periods of 
commercial activity. 76 Commercial forestry is particularly enthralling to me. There is a link between neglect, ruin, 
active latency and my borrowing of Huizinga’s term ‘historical sensation’. I elaborate on this with reference to my 
father below and in other chapters.
Going and staying (my parents and their generation) - remoteness
My mother, Nora, along with most of her eight siblings, left a midlands landscape of poverty in the 1950s, one in 
which I find tremendous beauty. Her father stayed until his death in 1988. Something of the context of my mother’s 
upbringing can be detected in John McGahern’s Memoir. 77  My father, Des, from the soutwest of Ireland came to 
the city reluctantly, but eventually I think loved it in his own way. He loved it through people. From time to time 
during the 1970s we would help him carry the fruit and vegetables that he bought on his way home from work, from 
his favorite street vendors on Parnell Street. The sisters Lizzy and Esther (I can still picture them on the street) were 
the subject of many kitchen table conversations at home. Looking back, it is Joycian Dublin. He was not particularly 
interested in material possession, but instead lived through people and story-telling. I think he must, however, have 
had that sensitivity to the ‘historical sensation’, which I associate with an interest in a particular physical context 
and its artifacts, through which we sense the presence of other (absent, gone) people, known to us or not. This is 
tremendously strong in me and is a foundation of my desire to own, collect, find. It is linked to a fascination with as-
found and, by extension, to kitsch. By this I mean that the spaces or artifacts that engender that feeling in me could 
be any of a wide range of spaces or artifacts, as I find them. Investing them with significance is kitsch. 78  This is the 
root of my interest in secondary-raw-materials, retaining materials, re-using them, relishing in them the fact that 
they had a previous life.
In the 1950s Dublin’s suburbs expanded with immigrants from rural Ireland, many of whom became senior policy 
makers with the fate of the city in their hands. 79 Both of my parents belonged to that generation of migrants. Dublin 
seems to have lost several generations of real city-lovers, and with no elected mayor its physical development and 
expansion can seem aimless at times. Migration of Irish people within Ireland has left us with weak ecology and 
neglected cities, neither understood or loved, neither excelling, neither fashioned to contrast with the other. 
Fig. 65: Going and staying.....(Above) My mother at her father’s house in 
Co. Roscommon, ‘ready to go’.....(Below) Her father at the house where he 
remained throughout his life.
Fig. 66: My father (right) with his brother Billy on O’Connell Street, Dublin 
in the 1950s.
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Fig. 67: Sources of inspiration - photographed in the mid to late 1990s. 
The photographs do not ‘foreground’ nature, they ‘foreground’ facts....
on the ground. Photos: Dermot Foley.
Grills and finishes of a shopping trolley, germanic 
colour, florescent light - taxi drop-off at Tate Modern
Ruin - fallen trees at Foret de Soignes, Brussels 
Ruin - Tour et taxi factory, Brussels 
Overwhelming - woodland geology in Wales 
I have a slightly detached relationship with land as productive ground. By leaving her agricultural environment, 
my mother made a transition for me. I enjoy the beauty of the countryside from a slightly remote vantage point. 
My mother cannot do this. Although I love gardening, I am not sure that I would enjoy having to make a living 
from the land. Is the remote vantage point a prerequisite for most of us if we wish to work creatively with land? 
During the 1700s and 1800s the Dublin Society plotted improvements to the countryside from a somewhat remote 
vantage point and did this with and for the Anglo-Irish demesnes rather than the native Irish. One such demesne 
which was later split up by the Land Commission and returned to the natives was Rockingham in Co. Roscommon. 
80  Little in the line of improvement has taken place since the redistribution. It seems as though there are few 
owner-farmers in Ireland today who have the capacity to work creatively with their land. Today’s stud farms are 
probably the closest we have to the Anglo-Irish demesnes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and they too 
serve the remote investor. Today, the relevance for me as a practitioner, in terms of what remoteness facilitates, 
is that it is transferable between aesthetics and science, between notions of beauty and those of ecology, habitat 
and biodiversity. Generally speaking, in Ireland, both beauty and ecology remain the preserve of the remote actor. 
Those among us who have not transitioned to a remote view, remain suspicious. In bygone times, the native 
Irish were suspicious of the Anglo-Irish 81 and today that suspicion is expressed as an urban-rural divide. 82 The 
landscape architect is not considered by the rural dweller as the expert. Far from it - (s)he is often considered to 
be the novice. It is the rural dweller who considers him/herself to be the expert. This cyclical contradiction has 
something to do with local knowledge, vernacular, craft, traditional skills, and actually is valid particularly when 
it comes to co-creation, but it tends to nullify any idea that there could be remote intelligence – a view of the 
world which has value by virtue of it being remote. I am not interested in the politics of this. I am more interested 
in finding a way of working with local expertise and remote intelligence. The relevance for the research of this 
discussion on remoteness lies in the fact that to ask others to engage with me to work with secondary-raw-materials, 
conventionally perceived as waste, is to recognise that I (being remote, lacking emotional ties to the minutiae of the 
place) can quite easily accept and promote the use of secondary-raw-materials, whereas others may need to buy-
in to its kitsch. This could also be said of the use of indigenous vegetation and/or ruderal species (many of which 
are conventionally considered to be weeds), if others consider the vegetation to be rank or not worthy of use in a 
designed landscape.
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Fig. 68: Artifice: Dermot Foley Landscape Architects. The book is a 
reflection of a decade in practice. The research began in earnest in 2009 and 
the book was published in 2011. While I was a student at the University of 
Greenwich I interviewed the artist Bernard Cohen. He was pleased that I 
observed how difficult it was to categorise his work. Many years later when 
I laid out our book I was determined to order the work, but not categorise it. 
Photos: Dermot Foley.
Practice seeking a method - my different types of practice and their relevance to this research
A day in the office
Typically we start at 9AM, we have lunch from 1PM to 2PM and we leave the office at 5.30PM. We don’t work 
on Saturday or Sunday. 83 We are quiet when we work, unless we need to discuss something. Then we can get 
boisterous. We try not to use headphones, or listen to music, and we try to keep our email turned off during certain 
periods of the day. We follow very conventional ways of office organisation and we respect the tried-and-tested 
conventions of the design process and of working with design team colleagues, contractors and clients. We are old 
fashioned professionals. We behave in a Saxon, rather than Anglo manner. All of the above has been cultivated.
What are we really doing?
All of us, in my practice and beyond, share in a culture of modification. 84 Modification of our environment through 
cultural acting, seeing and thinking: mathematics or painting, writing or making sound. We welcome the future. We 
want it in a modified form. We need to feel that we are designing the future, so that when we eventually land in it we 
have at least some hints of recognition. Some of us are not conscious of this. Some are and, feeling no discomfort, 
proceed happily without reflection. Others are conscious and disturbed. These are the people who want to talk 
about it, discuss, postpone, reflect, perhaps pine for the past. We are the hypocrites. None of us can stop it and all 
of us are in it. 85 I find myself hesitating, wanting to build landscape but at the same time worried about the impact 
of newness, technology and perpetual development or change in our environment. For this reason the theatre of 
expression (the drawing and its aesthetic implication) is where my central research question lies. In other words, 
although I see drawings as a means to an end (the end being the built work), I am conscious of the implications of 
making particular kinds of drawings. My research seeks new types of drawings to express proposals about which 
even I have doubts, and the nature of which can be difficult to describe with certainty. This is why I cultivate three 
types of practice: building, teaching and speculation. I consider all of these types of practice to be explorations.
Speculative explorations - drawings, process and geometry
I have authored a number of studies (listed opposite) prior to starting this research or parallel to the research. These 
speculative explorations give me some insight in relation to the research questions and help to form the research 
questions. Studies post-2014 are influenced by the PhD and may, in turn, influence the PhD but they are not all 
linked directly to the PhD.
The explorations Dissolving image-identity and Formless? are related exercises which I carried out with students, 
in Dublin and Melbourne respectively. The former was a simple exercise in mapping and then synthesis without 
the use of sight. Blind-folded, on a street busy with people in the centre of Dublin, with the sun on her face and the 
surrounding din of chat one of the students said that she felt like she was on a beach. The latter, Formless?, was a 
similar exercise but tied to ideas such as acousmatic sound.
The speculative explorations have allowed me to take a step outside day-to-day practice. They have allowed 
me to make sense of the actions (in drawing and building) that were taken in real-time, sometimes with little 
consciousness. The most ambitious exploration to date has been our first practice book, titled Artifice, which 
was conceived in 2009 and published in January 2011. One of the themes of the book, as well as its title, was a 
direct attempt to counteract a myth about landscape architects having some kind of access to nature that other 
design disciplines lacked, or could not unlock. Juan Calduch touches on this. ‘To reduce the fear that nature 
Issue of scale 1, 2, 3 2006
Control Z 2009
Artifice 2009-11
Dancing with nature 2009-2011
Making images 1 2010
The relationship between landscape representation & landscape design 2010-11
Dissolving image-identity     2011
As found     2011
Forestry, not forest     2012
T U R A S (transitioning towards urban resilience and sustainability) 2010-16
Fleeting perfection - John Sutherland and Mountjoy Square 2013-15
Formless? 2014
Artistic license or poetic justice 2014
Initiator or opportunist? 2016
Heritage & Identity 2016
Synthologies 2016
Observing/intervening (or, Design as opportunism and deliberation) 2017
Small imperfections 2017
From where do the lines come? 2018 
Small imperfections 2 2018
Approaches of repair 2018
Rediscovering the craft 2019
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causes in us we build an artificial world (made with art) where we can find peace and tranquility.’ 86 Artifice was 
the first reflective exploration, where a strong emphasis was placed on the drawings, partly because we had not 
built many venturous projects, but also because we had entered a lot of design competitions in the years running 
up to its publication and this kind of work generates drawings of interest. At the same time I was teaching an 
appreciation of graphics to landscape architecture students and writing for academic conferences. Explorations 
such as Making images, The relationship between landscape representation and landscape design, and again 
Dissolving image-identity addressed the importance of drawings with regard to specific requirements of the design 
and communication process. In parallel, with As-found (a paper based on my landscape management plan for SIP 
Sculpture in the Parklands) and Forestry, not forest (a studio I designed for students of landscape architecture) 
I explored as-found natural process, commercial strategies and the dynamics of change as the building blocks 
for landscape architecture. Both of these themes, drawing and process, repeat across most of the subsequent 
speculative explorations, until I began this research when they slowly emerged in a more focused expression 
with Synthologies (process and ecology) and From where do the lines come? – a personal study of geometry in 
landscape architecture (drawings and geometry).
All of this effort is directed at trying to understand and improve the way we make drawings in order to express the 
particular attributes of process and change in landscape, always with the building of the project in mind.
Building explorations
Our practice of building is itself another series of explorations. I place most value on projects that are actually 
built (with innovation), because that is what I actually want to do, but also simply because building interesting 
projects is so difficult. Over time, with experience, I have become less critical of built work that I see from others. I 
acknowledge how difficult it is. That is not to say that I have lowered my expectations for the work that we try to get 
built. My expectation is that our built work will be useful at the same time as having value.
Usefulness and value 87
It is worth considering (i) how we define usefulness and (ii) how we define value. How do I define usefulness in 
designed landscape (i.e. to what extent is something useful to us, in the first instance from the purely utilitarian 
viewpoint, as in a tool or a facility, then to the wider gamut of human needs, such as recuperation, rehabilitation, 
recovery from trauma...)? I have a strong sense of our work being useful. Usefulness of access to, or contact with, 
landscape (and designed landscape) has been acknowledged in the field of healthcare. The best of our work, as with 
the work of many other landscape architects, however, is useful in many other respects, such as the way in which it 
recognises and unfolds the basic characteristics of materials, 88 so that people (recovering from illness or not) may 
come into closer contact with the world through their senses, or the way in which it unfolds in volume and texture 
over time such that seasons are presented, again facilitating that kind of contact with the world which is good for 
us. I make this very general statement in order to underscore the debate on usefulness versus value, with all of the 
subtle contextual implications as well as the questions around decoration, trivialness, elements that some might 
consider discardable (in other words the aesthetic questions and the questioning of form and geometry… after all it 
is not hip at the moment to admit to being a form-maker).
Why is this relevant to my research? Human beings now live in an epoch where our own actions have been 
recognised as having consequences for our physical environment over which soon we will have no control. In this 
context, for several decades, 89  landscape architecture has been challenged to wake-up, out a slumber of peripheral 
ornament and trivialness, in order to play a role which would be characterised by usefulness and evidence-based 
thought and action - in other words technology. I support this in many ways but I am conscious that in pushing 
Fig. 69: Some of the building explorations and speculative explorations, 
such as As-found, have been published in journals and biennials including 
Paisea and Landscape Architecture Europe.
Fig. 70: Speculative explorations, such as The relationship between 
landscape representation and landscape design (above) published in the 
Journal of Architecture and TURAS (below) have allowed me to step outside 
day-to-day practice in order to reflect on past work and to comprehend 
the wider cultural and economic context within which I practise. Photos: 
Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 71: A comparative study of John Sutherland’s plan for Mountjoy Square, 
Dublin (left hand column, second from the top) with plans of other squares (all in 
England and Scotland) that included circles in their composition. Dermot Foley 
Landscape Architects.
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the usefulness agenda (green and blue infrastructure is the most obvious example) there is a danger of a host of 
skills and values being lost to the discipline. My practice, therefore, with secondary-raw-materials, is always rooted 
in the aesthetic, knowing that usefulness and other types of value will be embedded in the work. The research 
can be seen as a response to a cry for help, but not at all costs. The work with secondary-raw-materials is a direct 
response to the EU Waste Framework Directive (2008) and the EU Construction and Demolition Waste Protocol 
and Guidelines (2018). 90  Unlike the clammer for science over all else, however, my work proposes a response 
from the realm of aesthetics which is nonetheless practical and sensible: foreground and background the use of 
secondary-raw-materials in public realm in a way that allows for natural processes such as ecological succession to 
play out. It is a useful thing that ecosystems can be encouraged to develop on Anthropocenic 91  substrates by the 
manipulation of the type and grain of those substrates, in such a way that is artistic, composed, partly determined 
by geometry and even geometric. It is useful because it encourages biodiversity, thereby making our settlements 
more resilient. The work is also useful because it attempts to make explicit the idea that waste can host heightened 
biodiversity when compared to more conventional substrates and that the nature of that biodiversity is not always 
fully predictable, leaving openness for change or the unexpected. This is attempted through the drawings, trials and 
mock-ups on public space. Finally it is useful because our drawings challenge us as well as our colleagues (patrons, 
commissioners, builders, consultees) to question the design process and to engage in a more reflective conversation 
about what we are proposing.
Communicating usefulness and value
The usefulness of our work (subtle and nuanced) might not be apparent in some of the drawings that I analyse. 
The plans, abstract in nature as they are, may not be easy to understand either. They may not be easy to 
comprehend, and so may be inaccessible to some. This inaccessibility of plan drawings, if combined with an 
apparent lack of usefulness, does indeed pose a problem which I believe is worth exploring. I have focused my 
research on plan drawings, in the face of three and four-dimensional technique and technology. Both usefulness 
and comprehensibility (or legibility) could be said to relate to purpose and meaning (close cousins?). My search, 
however, is not for meaning, but for method.
Usefulness and value evolving in time
A second aspect of designed landscape, as opposed to most other forms of designed object or experience, is that 
although many elements of our designed environment can be maintained to some degree, in order to extend their 
lifespan, the maintenance, or even protection and retention, (if we leave aside Richard Mabey’s concerns on over-
interference) 92  of certain elements in the designed landscape actually makes them better, and goes beyond the 
temporary extension of lifespan. Certain elements of designed landscapes, particularly trees, simply get better and 
better with passing years. Some other materials, such as stone, may also appear to get better, through weathering 
and the patina of time, but this is to do with the interaction of the material with its environment and the accretion 
of other material and organisms. It may also be a reflection of an aesthetic preference, rather than the material 
becoming better. Trees on the other hand if selected and planted correctly, in themselves, get better with time: more 
complex, more awesome, more biodiverse, more useful (shade, carbon sequestration). And sometimes they also 
weather to our delight in a similar way to stone (mosses, lichens, polypodiums). This aspect of designed landscape, 
fundamentally linked to value (and sometimes usefulness) is also not apparent in an individual plan, although there 
exists abundant evidence in landscape architecture, in video and time-lapse format.
Drawings that express usefulness and value, or, making real that which has been drawn
The fact that I strive for usefulness and value in our work means again that I have to pay particular attention to 
drawing as the central mode of communication. When we draw I really want the drawing to say something very 
Fig. 72: Example of a time-lapse. CIDP, Dublin 2012 (left) and 2016 (right). 
Photos: Dermot Foley Landscape Architects/Ana Ogric.
Fig. 73: A visit to Ireland’s (and one of the world’s) largest producers of 
building materials. Top: reusable concrete in various forms is stockpiled 
- waiting for EU directives to be properly transposed so that it can be 
processed to end-of-waste use. Below: A closer look at the various types 
of graded secondary-raw-material. This is where I would go to select my 
stones, as Noguchi had gone to select his stones. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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particular about how the proposal will be useful and have value, not necessarily why, although why is the question 
into which we most often lapse when the discussion around any given project or drawing loses focus. It should 
be a given that designed landscape is useful and has value, but the perception of landscape architecture as trivial 
undermines that. The perception of geometric geometry as faddish, fashionable or mere shape-making further 
undermines, and most dangerous of all is the tacit categorisation of drawing as the least important in a range of 
academic pursuits.  My research on our practice (specifically our drawings) is aimed at understanding better how 
I can express the usefulness and more so the value that a proposal has. By making new types of drawing I hope to 
engage further my clients and colleagues in the discourse on drawing and the discourse through drawing.
My fascination with the ground helps me to make work which is useful
To illustrate an aspect of usefulness, I have selected a number of my photographs, which although not intended as 
a series, have come over the years to reveal a fascination with the ground. I included most of these photographs, 
or photographs like them in the first Practice Research Symposium presentation, without knowing what they had 
revealed. My fascination with the ground relates to gardening, digging and getting my hands dirty. In the practice 
of landscape architecture this could be summed up as building. I believe though that my colleague Simon Canz’s 
fascinations are complementary, although perhaps he has arrived at an approach to design, which we might say 
relates to phenomenology, by a different route. 93 Nevertheless, and even though I am more prone to the remote 
view, we are both driven, in practice, by a desire to build - to make real that which we have drawn. The usefulness 
of our work, therefore, has to do with our drive to create realities within which others may experience pleasure, 
learning, wonder. We are sceptical of landscape practitioners who prioritise reporting, feasibility, policy, theory, 
guidance and so on. On the other hand I acknowledge that those more abstract (or bureaucratic) types of practice 
and exploration are bound inextricably to what is realised – it is the proportion of time, emotion and energy that is 
spent on one over the other that should be considered. This relates to one of my initial research questions which was 
to do with temperament.
There is a link here to art critic Peter Fuller’s essay Questions of taste – regarding his critique of Modernism and 
the issue of design being clean-cut and rational, with taste being awkward and elusive. 94 In any case the topic 
usefulness and value is extremely important to me in understanding the process of making our plans as we did for 
Bridgefoot, during the course of which, through co-creation, we tackled the issue of comprehension. People, being 
more content and less agitated by lack of legibility 95 began to share a new experience with us (a new geometry?) – 
this might help to overcome preconceptions around usefulness in landscape (and may even have already secured the 
buy-in when it comes to kitsch in the scheme, before it is built).
Chronology of a project - seeking a method (Airlie, Kingston, Bridgefoot)
‘… art is like logic, the history of which is to be sought in what men have done and not in the books they have 
written on logic.’ 96
Any given landscape architecture project exists in a timeframe that stretches beyond (prior and post) its 
programmed and project-managed period. Antecedent qualities tend to be there for some time, perhaps years in 
advance of the inception of the project. The project might influence other work within the practice for years after 
it is built. The direct contact that we have with the project after construction can be lengthy and frequent, if the 
client is willing to engage. Here I describe three projects as they entwine, in order to track the evolution of the 
following dichotomies or sub-themes of the research: Geometry, geometric; Geometric style, as-found process; Plan, 
perspective.
In 2007 our practice, working with French landscape architect Remi Salles in Dublin, won the international design 
Fig. 74: The ground. Photographs without horizon. Some of these 
photographs were used to explore the idea of synthologies in the third 
Practice Research Symposium. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 75: Early mapping of the chronology of (A) Airlie and (K) Kingston, 
from the second Practice Research Symposium. The Airlie project, a 
ten-hectare public park, started with a design competition in 2007, was 
postponed and then reinvented by me as a speculative project in 2012, and 
now, although not illustrated above has started again and we are in the 
process of developing the production information for pricing. The Kingston 
project was conceived against a backdrop of the speculative project in 
Airlie as well as TURAS, a research project, and is now, in 2019, nearing 
completion on site in London. Dermot Foley.
competition for two new public parks as part of a new town (a Strategic Development Zone) in west Dublin, known 
as Adamstown. The parks have a combined area of 21 hectares. We are now working on the production information 
for one of those parks, the ten-hectare Airlie Park, which is due to start on site in 2020 and be completed in 2021. 
In 2013, our practice was on the winning design team for a new building and public realm for Kingston University 
in southwest London. That project, Kingston, is on site and due to be completed in late 2019. In 2016, our practice 
won the bid for the design of a one-hectare public park in Dublin’s city centre, Bridgefoot. The project was 
tendered to contractors in April 2019 and is due to be completed in late 2020.
This Chronolgy of a project, is a story about a 14-year period of our practice during which I furthered the three sub-
themes of Geometry, geometric, Geometric style, as-found process and Plan, perspective, as the projects came and 
went, were put on hold, reinvented and hybridised each other as well as other work in the office.
I see the projects as one project, but the distinct demands of each site and each community of users, clients and 
design colleagues make for a sort of puzzle comprising all the conceptual, instinctual, programmatic and mundane 
aspects of the three projects. Teasing this out, unpacking as they say, during the research has brought me to a 
situation where I identify the fascinations, comprehend the tendencies, re-present the drawings as chronologies and 
learn how to contribute to the discipline by inventing new geometries as new definitions for landscape architecture, 
through drawing for the use of secondary-raw-materials.
The early period of Airlie, from 2007 to 2009, was an exercise in geometries such as grid which were quite alien 
to the Irish context and/or tradition of landscape architecture in Ireland. Furthermore, we were using the grid with 
a fragmented and cranked geometry. When the project was postponed, however, I reinvented it as a speculative 
exploration in process rather than geometric geometry. This was partly to do with the economic environment in 
which I found myself and partly to do with research I was doing with TURAS where I worked with ecologists from 
the University of East London, but it was also a chance to act out some of the themes which had interested me for 
years - the re-use of waste material, borne out of fascinations with ground, as-found and my interest in the ‘historic 
sensation’. During the period of sombre and reflective economic calm that fell upon Ireland post-2008 I was able 
to approach landowners and property developers to seriously discuss the aesthetics of re-using secondary-raw-
materials and to experiment, at least in a modest and temporary way, with process on abandoned lands in their 
ownership. This lead me to an exciting insight which I developed for the competition phase for the Kingston 
project, the idea that Kingston University could spearhead a new wave of horticultural activity in the valley of 
the River Thames, a valley that was steeped in a horticulture tradition (Hampton Court, Kew Gardens and many 
more centres of history and excellence in horticulture). The proposition was that the new-generation landscape for 
Kingston would express the university’s drive for sustainability through a kind of abandonment in their new public 
realm, a notion that was highly praised by the adjudicating committee at the time we won the project. I called this 
idea Landscapes of the frontier.
At this stage the Bridgefoot idea was gestating, even though it didn’t exist as a project. At Kingston though I 
was still using geometric geometry, perhaps in a more sophisticated grid, which I had deformed in a different way, 
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trying to move away from the rotating or cranking effect that we used for Airlie, and which had its origins in early 
work (Ippenburg, 1999, Monaghan, 2002, and Riverside, 2004-05). When Bridgefoot came along there was 
no question but that we had to develop a new type of geometry to express the use of secondary-raw-materials. My 
PhD research had started at that stage so it enabled me to use Bridgefoot as a case study for research into my 
work, whereas in the case of Airlie and Kingston the research is first and foremost research on the work. Now, 
as Bridgefoot goes to the preferred contractor for execution we are using an array of drawings and artifacts or 
materials that heretofore did not form a mainstay of our practice. For Bridgefoot we designed specific aspects 
of community consultation, we used more models than we would normally use, we constructed life-scale models 
of venturous re-use of secondary-raw-materials on the site, we designed supplementary information leaflets for 
interested contractors, we worked with a local training centre for teenagers who will hopefully fabricate some of the 
furniture for the park, we used layered drawings, we rotated plans and most importantly I stubbornly (necessarily 
within our office, but not in relation to third party discussions) returned again and again during the composition 
of the plan to a geometry that we had never used before, a geometry and composition which enables all parties 
involved to imagine different outcomes in terms of the final built work. It is a plan (geometry) that was never 
fundamentally or negatively questioned by any parties, neither members of the community who took part in the 
workshops, nor members of the client team.
The method - new drawings
This necessity to make new geometry, even new types of drawing, for Bridgefoot, which would express the nature 
of working with secondary-raw-materials, led me in all sorts of directions including a visit with my office colleagues 
to Catherine Mosbach’s Louvre Lens project in 2018. 97 It brought me back into contact with many of the drawings 
I had made since 1999 when I had first seriously made drawings with a view to setting up my own practice. The 
following chapter, Chapter 7, summarises that aspect of the research and is supported by material in Chapter 2 
of Book 2. Chapter 8 then explores further the relationship between the drawings and the fascinations that I had 
unpacked in Chapter 5.
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Fig. 76: Airlie, a ten-hectare park, Dublin, 2007. This was the first 
time that I seriously explored the use of a grid - the purpose of the grid 
was to set-out the trees as a dominant counterpoint to proposed sports 
facilities, the provision of which dominated the brief or programme 
for the park. In a move that reflects some of my earlier work with 
quadrilaterals, triangles and interstitial space, we dismantled and 
cranked the grid. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 77: First designed in 2016, the plan for the one-
hectare park at Bridgefoot was developed 15 times. I 
superimposed all of the versions of the plans in 2018 
to make a layered drawing. Each layer of the drawing 
ad been drawn with preciseness but the combination 
introduces room for a more open-ended outcome. This 
is illustrated in Chapter 9. Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects.
Fig. 78: Evolution of the geometry of the plan for Kingston, new public realm in southwest London, from left (the first composition working off the grid) to 
right (the final plan adjusted to the arc of the site and for other reasons to do with programme and access) 2013. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Drawings - geometry & form an analysis of drawings from 1999 to 2018
‘….you are obsessed with form’ 98
Introduction
If this research is about venturous practice, including drawing, and if the plan drawing is conventionally the 
archetypal drawing in landscape architecture then an analysis of our plan drawings would reveal clues as to the 
particularity of my practice and would hint at a possible contribution to the discipline. The use of geometry in 
our work is a central theme of this research. The Practice Research Symposia were the vehicle through which this 
emerged, particularly the second and third symposia, during which panelists questioned the way my projects were 
composed and the type of drawing that I had presented. In response to the material which I had been presenting, 
such as Adamstown (Squares), Kingston, CIDP and Riverside, SueAnne Ware pushed the agenda in relation 
to form and encouraged me to ask: what kind of geometry do we use?; why do we use particular geometry?; why 
do we use this form there and that form here? To address that, this chapter begins with a discussion on geometry, 
and follows with a summary of some of the findings which emerge from my analysis of our drawings.
I have analysed a range of projects from the practice in plan and in some cases in perspective (in order to further 
analyse the plan). The plans have simply been redrawn (with the composition left unchanged) to compare them 
in the same style and line weight. Bird’s-eye views have been drawn for each project to compare with the plans. 
Eye-level views have been drawn over photographs of those projects which have been built (a considerably 
smaller number than the overall number of projects analysed). The purpose of analysing the plans is to find types, 
categories, influences, a history of practice, a chronology. Some of the drawings are referred to in this Chapter, but 
the full range of drawings can be found in Book 2.
Research method
I began to reflect again on an issue which had exercised me since at least 2010, which was to explicate the paradox 
between plan and perspective. This was a line of inquiry that my primary supervisor, Mauro Baracco, encouraged. 
In doing so I tried to twin a reductive approach to analyzing the plan drawings, with a more expansive investigation 
into my fascinations of boundary, ground and as-found, specifically as-found processes. It was as if I was trying 
to pin down something very precise about the lines, and at the same time cultivate an expanding body of evidence 
around process and material. Perhaps it is not surprising that the work around the fourth and fifth Practice 
Research Symposia was described as schizoid by my supervisor Tom Holbrook. I felt that there was a sense of 
unease from panelists as to the disparate nature of the exercises. Mauro wondered why I had not used any line 
hierarchy in the drawings and why it was not possible to discern buildings from any other type of line. This was a 
difficult period because I felt that I was incapable of expressing what I thought should have been self-evident facts 
or observations, such as the fact that if I discerned the building then why not the river, the cliff edge, the motorway 
flyover, or any other element which happened to have significant three-dimensional value? Remember these are 
landscape plans. There was also a concern as to why I had stripped the plans from their surrounding context. 
Strictly in terms of the lines, to which I had reduced the plans, I did not remove any context. I used only the lines 
that were on the original plans. I know now that the lack of line hierarchy and the erasure of context other than key 
marks (lines) lead me to an insightful period of work around composition, plan, geometry and form, such that I am 
questioning now could we develop new definitions of geometry for landscape architecture? I was able to look at the 
lines just for themselves.
7
Fig. 79: Four landscape plans and one axonometric. The plan in the middle 
is the most conventional landscape plan graphic. The drawings, even those 
with conventional graphic language, are quite abstract. I used the plan 
at the top as my scientific signature for Adapt-r, because it represents an 
important moment in my practice. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Geometry, a word
Before discussing the analysis of the plans I would like to dwell again on the word geometry, remembering that 
‘….words have a most horrid habit of changing their meanings in the course of the millennia.’ 99 As I mentioned in 
Chapter 1, today’s common definition is limited, but the etymology of the word geometry should be a rich source of 
material for landscape architects. Ivins’ sarcastic observation gives me a glimmer of hope as to the future scope of 
the meaning of geometry for my practice and perhaps landscape architecture generally.
Evgeny Zaitsev tells us that medieval scholars conflated pure geometry (that which would have related to the 
Greek Platonists’ middle level of the three levels of the universe) with the applied geometry of field boundaries 
(that which would have related to the lower levels of the changeable things of the natural world), 100 relying on 
Greek sources for the former and Roman sources for the latter. He refers to this as a juxtaposition of geometry 
and ‘gromatic’ (from groma – an instrument for setting up a quadrangular grid of boundaries). 101 At this point 
in the etymology of the word, surveyors’ texts began to be characterized as geometry. Scholars intended to ‘build 
strong semantic links between the two disciplines’. 102 Terminology and concepts such as ‘figure’ were redefined 
during this period of, if you like, reimagining and reconstituting knowledge. 103 I find an interesting parallel here 
in how designers reconstitute knowledge through drawing, often using disparate sources of inspiration, but in the 
end managing to produce very specific and precise documentation for construction. I see this as an ability to make 
connections between thoughts and experiences which otherwise seem isolated. I call this design as opportunism 
and deliberation. 104 It is a practical requirement of constructing new landscapes and is part-and-parcel of practice. 
Practice is carried on in a not-so-perfect world.
Zaitsev also discusses the Latin expression locus extra clusus sine fundo - a piece of land situated between 
natural boundaries such as rivers and regular limits imposed by the centuriation (a quadrangular grid of artificial 
boundaries), which is not considered real estate. 105  We might link that to ideas around left over space, or even on 
a more optimistic note to the spaces in between and the small imperfections which tend to be the most exciting and 
attractive places in landscape projects – such as the wedges in Riverside and the crannies in Bridgefoot, or the 
indeterminate trailing spaces along the steps and embankment of St.Audoen’s. For Howth, I expressly used locus 
extra clusus, as part of the strategy for realigning the garden with the house and not with the garden boundaries. 
The plan of Riverside also uses locus extra clusus as a technique to make the interstitial spaces. These spaces are 
evidently there in the drawings, but their precise character or use remains undefined in the drawings, as opposed 
to the figures (the positive spaces) which are defined by function. The interstitial spaces take on life as the most 
important spaces once the project is constructed.
Further evidence of evolving semantics, comes from Nicole Bloye’s study of Rene Descartes’ and Isaac Newton’s use 
of geometry. Bloye discusses a ‘complete reappraisal of what geometry was’ by mathematicians during the early 
modern period (16th and 17th centuries), 106 states that, at least until the 19th century, Newton marked the ‘end of a 
period of questioning of the meaning of geometry’ 107 and that in 1748, Eular published work which represented a 
‘shift from the consideration of geometry as the resolution of geometrical problems to the study of geometrical 
objects’. 108 Furthermore, the ‘discovery of non-Euclidean geometries changed the whole landscape’ of geometry. 109 
And we must, of course, anticipate further change in meaning.
Bloye uses a number of illustrations of ‘constructions’ and reminds us of how important geometry was to Newton in 
bringing a certain (visualized) clarity which he could not obtain through algebra. These graphic constructions really 
make me think about how we draw landscape plans. The constructions are not conceived as plans, but there is the 
undeniable graphic link to maritime charts, and ultimately to landscape surveying and landscape plans. The issue 
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of exactness seems to have tested the geometers of the early modern period, yet according to Bloye, they acquiesced 
in the face of ‘certain geometrical objects which could not be geometrically constructed’, by accepting ‘accurate 
descriptions’ rather than ’ideal geometrical solutions’. 110 
There is much discussion in Bloye of the idea that geometry could be somehow bounded – that certain forms and 
methods could be included in geometry and others not. 111 I take this to mean that the definition of geometry would 
exclude certain aspects of our existence or experience, but up to this point I had been assuming that everything 
could be described by geometry, even if it did not appear to be geometric.
Bloye’s study highlights the importance of personal interpretation throughout the history of mathematics, as does 
Zaitsev’s review of early medieval texts. Another theme which I pick up from my review of these texts is that of the 
universal versus the specific, and this theme can be discussed in many contexts, not least the different approaches 
to landscape design and construction, where we want to, and in fact have to, weigh up the importance of universal, 
shared traits and experiences, in systems as they are applied to design, and that of the particular in any place, 
material, or design move. In my practice I see these traits in different people to different degrees and they are tied to 
temperament. The love of the craft of landscape architecture is always playing out at the same time as a fascination 
with more abstract systems. This theme can be linked to scale. We have a tendency (although it is not mutually 
exclusive) to think of systems (or processes) at a larger scale, and the idiosyncratic nature of materials and place at a 
smaller scale. Nevertheless we know that multiple systems/processes, when thrown together by nature, give rise to 
the particularities of any given place or material. Since one of the stated objectives of our practice is to actually build 
real landscapes with innovation, then it is true to say that the people in the practice have to know how to engage 
with the reality of the particular and they have to know when systems/processes are working at an abstract remove, 
and equally when they are working in reality.
Bloye closes her discussion of Descartes with this quote: ‘I have resolved to quit only pure geometry….. in order to 
have all the more leisure to cultivate another sort of geometry, which proposes as its questions the explanation 
of all the phenomena of nature.’ 112 Descartes perceived geometry as bounded and finite, capable of capturing all of 
the phenomena of nature with a discrete set of precisely conceived rules. Newton, according to Bloye, did not. His 
geometry was, if you will excuse the double pun, constructed by degrees. In other words he aspired to better and 
better results as he returned to topics of interest over and over again, leaving room for uncertainty and allowing 
a refreshed view of things which opened new avenues of discovery. This is an important parallel to drawing in 
landscape architecture, where I have noted an ability to open new doors, by conceiving landscape architecture as a 
series of small imperfections. 113 I have developed layered plans, dense sketching (Fig. 82) and timelapse drawings 
that concede or even generate small imperfections.
Geometry in practice - leaving room for the unknown
In our practice we debate whether or not to obsess about detail, Scarpa-esque, or whether to leave room for the 
unknown, for small imperfections. In one way, for the building of real landscapes with innovation, the former leads 
us to a cul-de-sac, whereas the latter, if too ill-defined, may not lead anywhere at all. In another way though, the 
former can be considered as a deep mining which although specific to a material or technique, can yield broader 
more circumspect results, and the latter can be seen to facilitate the former by acting as a sort of conceptual 
framework. If I was to stereotype myself and my colleague Simon Canz, I think that I bring more of the latter, while 
Simon brings more of the former. This combination of being very particular about drawing and about the way we 
build (acting with preciseness) and of being open to the unknown or imperfect (vagueness) is central to our practice. 
The openness to the imperfect is linked back to my personal history through my fascination with boundaries and 
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the influence that that has had on the development of composition which is open-ended or comprised of sequences 
of correcting imperfection, that paradoxically allow further imperfection to arise. It is also linked to my interest 
in those places I called wilderness, where I am not in control of my environment, in other words where I have to 
accept. This in turn is linked to as-found natural processes that occur on secondary-raw-material.
Bloye describes how Newton’s many discoveries arose primarily through his perception of the world around him, 
rather than the work of other geometers through abstracted pure geometry. It is not difficult (despite his grounding 
in mechanical arts) to imagine Descartes aligned with an image of a perfect world (the ideal) and Newton with 
the not-so-perfect world of experience. The parallel between these two thinkers and the landscapes of the French 
Baroque and the English Landscape Style are well recognized. I love the designed landscapes that emerged both in 
France during or shortly after Descartes’ time and those that emerged in England during or shortly after Newton’s. 
I can demonstrate that there is something of both in our practice. Unfortunately the literature often presents the 
styles in polarity. 114
What is the point in reviewing the definition and etymology of the word geometry?
In doing so, I have gleaned something of the mutability of meaning, through process and, therefore, application of 
geometry. Even though not equipped to understand the mathematical side of the texts that I have reviewed, I have 
a better understanding of how geometry led much of the technological progress over the centuries, but in addition 
and more importantly for me, how concepts related to geometry have often been plucked out of the air by scholars, 
so that there is no single continuous history of geometry. Instead there has been a disjointed, fragmented, multiple 
and highly subjective relationship between our societies and geometry, one facet of which is the way in which non-
mathematicians, or even mathematicians who’s desire it has been to push the aesthetic side of geometry, have 
strthehed geometry to suit themselves, applying it, not just to prove unsullied possibilities, but to create works of art 
which are geometry-adulterated. In landscape architecture, to borrow a phrase from Borja Ferrater, this could be 
form ‘as an intermediary stage in an unfinished process’. 115
With regard to the practice of geometry rather than the story of it, it is insightful to learn that mathematicians 
often started with the synthesis, rather than the analysis stage of problem solving in geometry, in other words they 
proposed a solution without reference to a problem. They intuited. They could chose to demonstrate a construction 
(solution), without describing (or even knowing?) a problem. How strikingly this reminds us of the way in which the 
artist’s or the designer’s process can sometimes seem to be without justification! The twentieth-century tendency 
to reduce design, including landscape architecture, to problem solving (analysis and design, or analysis (problem) 
and synthesis (solution) to use the mathematical terms) belies the subjective nature of mathematics. The twenty-
first-century tendency to privilege evidence-based design (i.e. technology) is a similar way of framing design as a 
solution to some problem or situation that can be defined objectively, and again misses the point, or at least might 
be culpable of suffocating the broader potential of design as an agent of less easily defined perceptions, wills and 
desires. Both of these tendencies would exclude the small imperfections that lie outside the acceptable limits of the 
equation. Hopefully though, this review of geometry puts to bed any notion that geometry is closed, complete or 
existing within itself. It can facilitate or accept vagueness.
Plan, perspective
I have used St.James’s as a model project to develop a sequence of drawings (information) to the design team and 
client. The historic precedent is Humphry Repton’s use of his ‘Red Books’, but I wish to present ideas with openness 
and scope for further interpretation, rather than in a manner which is set-piece or strictly picturesque (Fig. 82). 116
Fig. 80: Das grosse rasenstuck, Albrecht Durer, 1503. Epitome of reality. 
Courtesy Albertina Museum.
Fig. 81: When we make perspective drawings in our office I encourage 
people to make them about the materials. I stopped using painterly or 
overtly abstract montage in my late twenties and became more interested 
in the so called reality of materials. This was because of my fascination with 
ground and building. Even the image for Canal (second from the bottom) 
was made with materials in mind as opposed to any abstract or symbolic 
notion. Perspective drawings are more likely to illustrate an effect rather 
than a strategy. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Researchers such as Christophe Girot promote the use of 3D GIS, point cloud and video to help us move on from 
the picturesque, and they rightly clarify that the technology of the perspective (developed first by artists and not 
mathematicians) was the technology of its time, used by artists and designers of its time. I want to clarify that the 
three and four dimensional tools are important to me, even if we have only started to use the latter as a tool for 
synthesis rather than just analysis, but the two dimensional plan drawing still expresses something that the other 
tools do not. Where in the sequence should the plan drawing come? I now think that it should come at the end.
A few words on technology
Technological ambition has resided in us since consciousness emerged. So it makes no sense to say that climate 
change started with the Industrial Revolution. It is a phenomenon of the Anthropocene, but it has been coming for 
millennia.  It is within us, within nature. 117  On the other hand, there is a good chance that our species acquired 
the ability to advance technology by a series of quirks or flukes and so with that in mind it is critical that we use 
technology with caution. I write elsewhere (Chapter 6) about change and hypocrisy.
Technology and form - the rough aesthetic of as-found process on secondary-raw-material
This research, however, is not about technology. It is about aesthetics, the realm within which all technology 
is situated, and an aspect of our lives of which we should be more candid in our assessment and critique of 
technology. I don’t resist the possibility of new aesthetics arising from new technological applications, or new 
technology developing within a particular aesthetic context. In fact I welcome that. My interest, however, is in 
subtle applications of technology, which at first seem innocuous when we consider them side-by-side with Artificial 
Intelligence and other so called leading-edge technologies. My interest is in scenarios which place us on the margins 
of technology, ideas about what to do with the remnants, the wake of technology, physical material, waste. My 
fascination with ground 118 is at work here – an interest in raw material, dumb material, soil, mud. 119 I am interested 
in probing and addressing the aesthetic (anomalies, conundrums, pitfalls, obstacles) that come with the use of some 
of these materials (secondary-raw-materials) in the time and place within which I practise. With Bridgefoot 
(arising from my experience at Kingston) I am looking for a way of drawing which holds the (rough) aesthetic of 
the material with which we work. This combines a structure with a sense of discordance, a skill derived from years of 
learning how to use simple geometry combined (only after a long gestation) with a sensitivity to the unknown, open, 
latent aspects of external space and process. A drawing that is a language to express the actuality of the materials 
to be used (broken concrete) and the way in which they will be used (distributed to give rise to process). A drawing 
which is both a measured (Cartesian) view embodying a strategy and an expression of the chaos, 120 over which we 
have no control (or within which we can intervene, but only in the manner of temporarily retarding a particular 
process). A drawing that concedes small imperfections. Form, in this case, with the use of secondary-raw-materials 
(technology), is not fully given. Not fully given by the drawing.
I wrote in 2011 that the next push in terms of a method of representing landscape architecture is video. 121  I use 
video only occasionally. But for this research my attention is drawn to a more embedded form of expression: the 
measured plan, the orthographic projection. In an earlier section Chronology of a project - seeking a method, 
Chapter 7, I describe how the geometry in the plan drawings for three projects unfolded: Airlie, Kingston and 
Bridgefoot. The rough aesthetic 122 has become the aesthetic which marries drawing and material at Bridgefoot. 
It is an example of a new type of geometry for my practice, which is made with preciseness and allows for vagueness.
Fascinations and form
For many years I have simply learned from what I have seen in front of me, copied, modified and from time to 
time, with heightened awareness, made modifications that became important to me or my practice. Trying to use 
Fig. 82: Refurbishment of St. James’s Cemetery, 2018. Dense skthehing. 
Superimposition of nine skthehes over each other, one by each member of 
the practice. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 83: Refurbishment of St. James’s Cemetery, 2018. Multiple outcomes in 
perspective and bird’s eye. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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form started on my childhood suburban plot, the (approximate) rectangle. My efforts as a designer are somehow 
descended from my early years in forming a garden at my parents’ house. By my late teenage years I became aware 
of the awkward position of the house within the plot and its effect on me, the street, the neighbourhood. Notions 
of continuity emerged, a desire to go beyond the boundary, to make connections, not to settle for the rectangle, not 
to isolate, not to insulate. I imagined the advantages of many plots merging to become one – a landscape that was 
greater than our typical domains, bigger than we could control. The idea of a definitive plot that was natural for one 
person, or one family, to own, control or determine interested me. I wanted to go beyond that.
Form as complete and form as incomplete
By asking me repeatedly to explain why I draw a particular shape, why I use a particular geometry, why I place this 
here, that there, SueAnne Ware has sprinkled doubt and curiosity over the work and I have started to respond. 
Resolving geometry is one of my fascinations. Resolving does not mean closing, completing, making perfect. 
Resolving can be considered as a spectrum of resolving. The places, the projects that I learn from are all about 
resolution of geometry, boundaries opening up and turning away into the next space, seemingly unresolved, 
patterns on the ground responding, without imposing, to boundaries of spaces which are not resolved, symmetry 
where space allows, relatively small objects in the distance resolving relatively large spaces in the foreground. 
So there is a contradiction here: one the one hand a fascination with resolution of geometry and on the other 
a fascination with openness, incompleteness. On the one hand a formal approach to closing out geometry, on 
the other a knowledge that landscape must be open-ended and unresolved. (This is analogous to geometry in 
mathematics: constructions which cannot be doubted on the one hand, and on the other, conjecture, propositions 
which cause us to ask more questions.)
Geometry and form - plan, perspective
The first task I was given as a student of landscape design was to arrange small squares of black and white paper in 
plan. Making plans remained, not surprisingly, a fundamental component of my learning. I still believe that making 
plans is essential to landscape architecture. The question is: to what extent does the plan, after doing its job as an 
abstract vehicle of communication (the strategy), have an impact on the new landscape as it is experienced and 
perceived by the user (the effect)? This paradox of plan as descriptor of the entirety of the project (the strategy) and 
perspective as the descriptor of a resulting fragment (the effect) is important to my research.
Going beyond the plan-perspective paradox, it is fairer to say that landscapes are experienced, not as in a 
perspective, but as some form of continuity as one moves through the landscape, or as some form of immersive, 
spacio-emotional response as one finds oneself in the landscape. The fixed perspective does not represent our 
experience. The plan, therefore, is a strategy for continuity or immersion, rather than a strategy for individual, 
perspectival experiences (stills). Moritz Kung, quotes the photographer Walter Niedermayr: ‘I see perception 
as a flow which I try to convert into a serial form. What does it mean to see images? When I am working in 
a landscape a fictional panorama is formed. One sees the breaks in the system of perception, but also in the 
landscape. It is a deception. This is why the main thing is to break away from the nature of the single image. 
Perception is a dynamic process and I see it as the only possible way of remaining credible. The single image 
emphasise the static, and the image in several parts the dynamic.’ 123 This interests me because Neidermayr 
continues to work with still images, despite his understanding of perception. Video, of course is an obvious next 
step, but with video we lose the stillness of the still. And yet, the cinematic promenade at Parc de la Villette is 
perhaps too literal. The flow of perception does not have to be explicitly laid out by landscape architecture, in the 
project so to speak. Better than the flow being made explicit, a single arresting moment within an otherwise less 
conscious flow - such as the view as one emerges from the Endale Arch into the Long Meadow at Prospect Park.
Fig. 84: Excerpt of geometry from Kingston, 2013. Deformable geometry 
which retains the design intent (corrals of novel ecosystems) but can be built 
out in any number of variations. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 85: Examples of open-ended resolution of geometry in plan. Dermot 
Foley.
Fig. 86: View from Endale Arch, May 2015. Photo: Dermot Foley.
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Geometry and form - in defense of the Baroque
After many years of curiosity about French Baroque gardens I finally started to visit them in my mid-twenties. 
I think that their critics either never actually experienced them - never travelled to visit them, to walk in them 
- or that the early critics lived in a time and place which made it impossible for them to appreciate or to admit 
appreciation of the qualities of these gardens. Once the early critique had been sufficiently disseminated it did not 
matter whether later critics experienced the gardens first-hand, or even lived in a time and place which would have 
imposed a certain set of values. They were free to criticise regardless….by repetition.
In 2013, Marc Trieb visited University College Dublin (UCD) and gave a short talk on the work of Dan Kiley. He 
mentioned how Kiley had visited the Baroque gardens in France. Kiley realised that the formality of the landscape 
did not hamper human comfort and enjoyment – in fact it paradoxically facilitated it. This is what I had felt – I 
had never felt overwhelmed, except in a positive way, by these landscapes. I had never felt oppressed by them. I 
experienced them as a young late-twentieth century citizen, almost three and half centuries after their construction. 
In June 2018, our office trip took me again to Andre Le Notre’s Sceaux and Vaux-le-Vicomte. My colleague Simon 
Canz tells me that it was a life-changing experience for him. It was my third time at Vaux. This time the fascination 
was with the awesome preciseness (the optical effects still function today) with which French Baroque landscapes 
were constructed and which is directly linked to Rene Descartes’ (schooled as he was by Jesuits for whom applied 
geometry for the ‘mechanical arts’ was more important than pure geometry). 124
Critique and form
Criticism has a shelf-life. It can only be valid during a finite period, after which, even if it was valid at the time, 
it ceases to be valid because it cannot be related to the experience that a future individual would have. Ongoing 
criticism of the style of landscapes (controlling geometry, representing power and exploitation, unnatural) is 
political in nature, and is not rooted in the experience of the landscapes, or in the effect that the plan (strategy) 
has on the individual. To put it another way, all criticism of any geometry or form in landscape design is merely 
political in nature, and cannot be rooted in the experience of the effect that the geometry has on the individual who 
experiences that particular designed landscape. 
How does this relate to the question: why did I draw that shape, why did I place this here, that there?
It means that there is no substance to criticism, or, evaluation, if it is based on style. It means that different 
geometries in plan may lead to similar experiences of the designed landscapes. It means that I understand that I can 
draw particular geometries, which may seem unnatural, or uneasy to others, but which will not necessarily have a 
negative effect on their experience of the designed landscape. It reinforces my view that the plan drawing (which 
is impossible without geometry) is not a hindrance to successful landscape design, and that it can be used to bring 
about endless exploration of geometry and form in a way which does not lessen, oppress, demean, devalue, or make 
awkward or uncomfortable, the individual’s experience of the designed landscape.
It also, perhaps, allows us to shift the discussion of geometry and form in plan towards criteria such as efficiency 
(build-ability, trueness to materials), management (level of openness to change, or ability to adapt to change), 
distance, scale, resources (availability of and sustainability of). Distance and scale, for example, are both attributes 
shared by the Baroque in France and the eighteenth-century in England. Resolution of geometry over a long 
distance is a feature of the Baroque in France (usually symmetrical to the house, with relatively actively designed 
and managed space in the interlude) and the eighteenth-century in England (often symmetrical to the house, with 
apparently design-passive space in the interlude). My mentors then, whether Ferrater at the Barcelona Botanic 
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Gardens, Le Notre at Sceaux, Vaux or Versailles, Halprin in Portland or Kent at Rousham, have mentored me in 
these attributes, not in style. And it is this notion that I wish to express in my analysis of our drawings.
Analysis of our drawings - chronologies and attributes, not style
After having analysed our own drawings I realise that I try to use geometry to resolve symmetry, or, to deny 
symmetry, to be true to a material, to be obedient to a rule or regulation, whether the expression of that is explicit 
or not. The reduction of the archive of our plan drawings that you see on these pages and in Book 2, has allowed me 
to identify chronologies of drawings, rather than strict categories. The chronologies overlap and relate to a variety 
of methods (listed adjacent) that we have been using in the practice. These methods give the drawings attributes, 
rather than style.
Analysis of our plan drawings - methodology
The use of geometry to bring about particular form is a core aspect of the practice which has become the subject of 
much of this research. Different types of geometry have found their way into the practice over the years. Influences 
can be identified from my own personal history and from my experience of other designed landscapes. There are 
chronologies and there are phases, there are my own fascinations and there are those of others in the practice. 
With colleagues Teodora Karneva and Adele Beaufils I collated and rationalised or reduced plan drawings from 29 
projects (not all built) over 19 years of practice and printed them on trace paper for the fourth Practice Research 
Fig. 87: A rendered landscape plan for a park. A competition entry for 
Qingpu, 2008. This is an example of a ‘complete’ plan drawing but I have 
reduced a selection of plan drawings to lines of the same quality in order to 
remove texture and colour so that I could compare and analyse the plans. 
Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Methods in geometry:
Scattering trees ‘randomly’ (broadcasting) across a formal plan (CIDP)
Module at different interludes to achieve holism in constricted space (Howth)
Extracting from a whole, to leave a remnant (Airlie)
Off-setting to change the view point and subtly modify the perspective (Acorn)
Redirecting module with consequent effect on geometry (Howth, Kingston)
Dispersal into a context/landscape beyond the immediate site (Curragh)
Universal (Platonic) shape for complex effects in three dimensions (Tandy)
Interstitial spaces (negative) by strong geometry in the positive (Riverside)
Near-pattern in planes enclosed by geometries that I cannot influence (Eblana)
Colour /texture change if three dimensional change not possible (Monaghan)
Imperfections that allow uses & spaces to partially merge (Bridgefoot)
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Symposium in Barcelona. The designs were not changed by me in any way. The CAD files, which existed already, 
were edited so that there is no line-hierarchy. They were printed at the same scale and orientation (north to the top). 
What do these drawings show and what do they not show? What is not drawn? The plans do not show the character 
or ambience which is often expected of so called landscape plans. They are a reduction which is necessary to focus 
on the geometry which had often been subconsciously utilised by us as we instinctively, and at pace, drew the lines. 
Once reduced to lines of the same value I placed plans together for comparison and knowing the years during which 
plans had been made I was able to see chronologies of plans - plans that had derived from earlier plans. Sometimes 
these chronologies were bi-forked, cross hybridising. I began to map the chronologies.
Plan drawings - example 1
From 2007 to 2009 we worked on the design competition for Adamstown (two public parks: Airlie Park and 
Tandy’s Lane Park) with French landscape architect Remi Salles. His main influence on our use of geometry was 
the grid. The plans became a hybrid of grid and cranked configuration, adding a more formal geometry but still 
allowing for the interstitial spaces. Since 2017 we have been working on the plans again. The brief has changed in 
ways but we have tried to remain faithful to the original intent. Drawing the plans with the same line hierarchy 
has become a design tool for me, allowing me to see the deficiencies in the new plan, when compared to the 
original. With Tandy’s (Fig. 88) the changes to the brief, but importantly the changes to the site brought about 
a new configuration which is almost the inverse of the 2007 scheme. A major change from 2007 to 2017 was the 
emergence of a new oak and hawthorn woodland. This occurred after grazing stopped on the lands. It obliged us to 
rethink the strategy for using fill to make up the ground level for the park and offered a new possibility in terms of 
the character of the park and the experience that people might have when the park is finally constructed.
Plan drawings - example 2
The plan for Kingston has what Carlos Ferrater would call deformability. The initial idea - create a collection 
of ruderal habitats (or novel ecosystems) through partial abandonment, in an open plan public space - required 
a geometry of corrals. The first plan (far left, Fig. 90) was a simple extension of the building grid. This was then 
shaken to adapt to site conditions (... arc of the adjacent road), user requirements (... circulation, seating) and a 
whole host of technical quirks (... existing lamp-post which could not be moved). The plan evolved to become more 
Fig. 88: Adamstown, Tandy’s Lane Park 2007 (left) and 2017 (right). 
Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 89: Adamstown, Airlie Park - the grid.
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real in relation to the site and the brief. Conventional geometries persist though. The geometry does not express the 
nature of the materials or process to be harnessed. These plans illustrate a technique of spatial design, rather than 
an expression of materials.
Comparing plan, bird’s-eye and eye-level perspective - example 3
I selected six projects which had been built and made new bird’s-eye views and eye-level perspectives for each 
project, in order to further understand the effect of the geometry that had been drawn in plan. These drawings were 
also presented at the fourth Practice Research Symposium. The eye-level perspectives were drawn over photographs 
of the completed works, which have been taken on site, with one exception, where a perspective drawing has been 
used to generate the final eye-level perspective. In comparing the selected projects using bird’s-eye view drawings, 
the impact of vegetation, particularly trees, is apparent, but of course the experience of the person in the space is 
not captured. These drawings clearly illustrate a tendency to broadcast trees across an apparently more considered 
floor plan, hard landscape plan or general arrangement, in much the same way as John Sutherland broadcast trees 
across his plan of Mountjoy Square in 1802. An analysis of Riverside in plan, bird’s-eye and eye-level perspective 
is illustrated in Fig. 91. In perspective geometry is compressed or foreshortened. The plan was designed to allow a 
less controlled occupation by office workers and residents of interstitial spaces created by the positive objects and 
changes of level – the figures. The value of these interstitial spaces is more apparent in the bird’s-eye and eye-level 
drawings than it is in the plan drawing. The interstitial spaces are, in fact, more important for the users, in terms of 
how they sit, gather, chat, occupy space, than the positive figures. 
Analysing and comparing plans using figure ground - example 4
The plans for selected projects have also been analysed as figure-ground drawings to help understand the impact 
of positive and negative space. The plan for CIDP is shown here in four different configurations of figure-ground 
(Fig. 92). They illustrate how circles (positive) give rise to a generous matrix of interstitial space (negative). The 
interstitial space is varied in its proportions and dimensions, which facilitates a particular type of pedestrian 
circulation required by members of the Catholic Institute for Deaf People (CIDP) - one of the reasons why this 
geometry has meaning for this project.
Chronologies as opposed to categories
Why do I or others in the practice use particular geometry? The analysis of the plans suggests that trends or 
awakenings occur which have an impact, i.e. we discover as we go and we re-use geometry, hybridise and perfect or 
adapt it from one project to the next. We also consciously use geometry to solve problems. For Riverside I used 
interlocking rhomboids to dismantle a line which had been suggested by the architects as a boundary between office 
users and residential users. This allowed me to create interstitial space. In CIDP DeafSpace guidelines allowed us 
to use circles and (more importantly) negative or interstitial space. In Bridgefoot the geometry is distributed, or 
scattered, and it is centrifugal. It emerged from a way of working (co-creation) and an approach to the site which 
embraces an urban context that might otherwise have been considered not worth embracing, a context to which 
conventionally open space would have turned its back. In Kingston the geometry is a kind of shaken grid, which 
Fig. 90: Evolution of the geometry of the plan for Kingston, from left to 
right, 2013. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
Fig. 91: Analysis of Riverside in plan (top), bird’s-eye view (centre) and 
two eye-level perspectives (bottom). Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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has settled and resettled (recalibrated) many times during design development, and which has retained the essence 
of corrals for novel ecosystems - a series of protective design devices such as edges, lines of trees, subtle barriers, to 
direct the movement of large numbers of students, in order to protect very fragile plant associations and habitats in 
an otherwise open plan public space. (The construction process has brought about further recalibration with more 
significant change.)
I can name chronologies, reconfigure them and name them again. They overlap, but I can name them after the 
most influential project, or the project that I think initiated the chronology, or even the most recent project in the 
chronology. For example, the Bridgefoot chronology started many years ago with my fascination with as-found 
and made its way through CIDP and Kingston to get to Bridgefoot. Another example, the Riverside chronology 
is rooted in the Baroque as well as early twentieth-century mentors such as Ernst Cramer and late twentieth century 
mentors such as Ferrater. It came through Mongahan and is associated with Eblana.
Analysis, chronologies and the research question(s)
This analysis of our drawings did not in its own right generate a research question or make a distinct contribution, 
but it was a necessary exercise in explaining my research material, the subject matter, in a way that was specific to 
my practice. It inspired me to invent new types of drawing(s) which would address a research question which had 
not fully formed. The next chapter summarises the way in which the analysis, when considered in the context of my 
fascinations, brought about these new types of drawing, which I began to use for the St.James’s, Bridgefoot and 
Airlie projects. The drawing types are layered plan, dense sketch and timelapse. Chapter 9 then explores these 
outcomes specifically in relation to landscape architecture with ecology, process and secondary-raw-materials.
Fig. 92: CIDP - looking at interstitial space. The geometry was developed 
after having studied DeafSPACE. Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
2005
2012
2017
Fig. 93: Chronologies - examples of drawings that belong to separate 
chronolgies. From left to right: Riverside, Howth, Bridgefoot. For a full 
description of the chronologies refer to Book 2.
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Fig. 94: Examples of bird’s eye views analysed at the fourth Practice 
Research Symposium. CIDP (top), Riverside (centre), Bridgefoot 
(bottom). Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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Drawings - fascinations & questions towards a contribution
In Chapter 7 I outlined an analysis of our drawings and I support this with material in Book 2. In this chapter, with 
a deeper understanding of our drawings and a new-found clarity in relation to my own background, urges and 
fascinations (Fig. 95), I can explain how new types of drawings would address useful research questions with regard 
to the time and place within which I practise landscape architecture. Chapter 9 then brings the outcomes described 
in Chapters 7 and 8 back to the discussion on geometry and composition in order to position a contribution to the 
discipline of landscape architecture in a wider context.
Fascinations
My fascinations (boundary, ground, as-found) are with materials, configuration of materials and process which 
bring about configurations. It stands, therefore, that they are fascinations with entities or phenomena which are 
partially unknown, or which have vagueness as a quality with which I want to work, a quality that I find charming, 
enchanting, inspirational, a quality that triggers a creative process for me. I can express my fascinations in terms of 
typologies of vagueness.
Boundaries – vagueness no. 1
Zaitsev claims that medieval scholars conflated geometry with surveying. The ‘gromatics’ fragments included in the 
early medieval texts referred to boundaries. 125 I grew up on a suburban plot. The plot is a rectangle. I gardened in 
the plot and I maintained its boundaries. I often wished for a kind of social movement which would have involved 
all of the neighbours sharing the plots to create a much larger more complex and more dynamic landscape. I even 
wrote a critique of the typical front garden as an undergraduate. I considered the front garden to be wasteful of 
land, but relished the privacy and ownership of the back garden. My back garden was approximately 11m wide and 
30m long. I became frustrated with the limited opportunities for spatial exploration, regardless of the borrowed 
landscape from adjacent plots. In practice, I use geometry to resolve spatial situations, particularly with reference 
to boundaries, but not necessarily to complete or make perfect. There are various ways in which I do this: opening 
up boundaries; developing boundaries so that they become more active within a scheme; responding to given 
boundaries that are not resolved, such as buildings, where it is not possible to impose a new geometry; using 
relatively modest objects or spatial events, at a distance, to resolve more extensive spatial layouts. I avoid symmetry, 
where possible, mainly because it is so difficult to resolve. I favour projects which suggest continuity, openness 
and exploration through their distribution of partial boundaries, boundaries which become more than boundaries, 
boundaries which turn into the scheme and occupy space as opposed to remaining on the boundary. Boundaries 
have spatial depth within themselves. For me they incorporate vagueness in the form of ….. ‘locus extra clusus sine 
fundo’ (refer to Chapter 7).126
Ground – vagueness no. 2
No matter how much experience we have, no matter the level of preciseness with which we work and no matter 
how precise or voluminous the drawings, we are still surprised when we see projects unfolding in reality. The most 
pleasurable days of my life as a landscape architect are the days when I see the first lines from a drawing actually 
incised or set-up in the ground on a building site. I have seen the younger colleagues in my practice experience this 
also. Precision in our drawings is very important to me, but precision is not a vehicle of certainty. Building with 
the ground is full of surprises. I don’t mean technical surprises, or unforeseen obstacles to construction. They are 
important and they shape the outcome, but I mean more the things to do with perception, scale, light, the surprises 
8
Boundaries + ground + as found
Ground = digging, building
Boundaries = within + beyond
As found = processes
Boundaries have spatial qualities within themselves
Building = changing reality, the outcome is vague
Processes = real change, the outcome is vague
Fig. 95: My fascinations.
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that nature throws at us, and most of them are delightful. So the geometry that we use in a given drawing, no matter 
that we had worked with preciseness, and no matter what level of precision in the drawing, is not a fully accurate 
precursor to the built work. The built work is a slightly different version of any given drawing. It is a likeness of the 
drawing, or the drawing becomes a likeness of the built work.
As-found – vagueness no. 3
Processes are found. More than found objects, they nudge a project in a particular direction. They redirect a project. 
Some of this is semi-predictable, but only semi. We think we know them but we don’t know everything about them. 
Landscape processes are in the ground and go beyond the boundaries. They do not belong to us. Furthermore, 
they are too dynamic to draw in their entirety. We need a suite of drawings to really design with them - a suite 
of drawings which is not fully controlled by or even fully emanating from the landscape architect. The suite is 
generated by landscape architect, civil engineer, ecologist, arborist, hydrologist and perhaps others. Importantly 
though we don’t need to draw the process or processes in their entirety. That would be superfluous. We need to find 
drawings that express aspects of the process or processes, characteristics of it or them. 
Working with preciseness to allow for vagueness - drawing
I want to allow for vagueness using still images. I appreciate video but it doesn’t necessarily allow stillness for 
reflection, as a still image does. I have devised various methods of drawing which open up the space for reflection 
with my colleagues and clients. The methods I use deny a single outcome, and always suggest multiple ways of 
seeing. Yet the drawings are made with preciseness. They have precision. They include layered drawings, dense 
sketches and timelapse. I include one of my examples of timelapse in this document (Fig. 43), but given that this 
technique has been commonly used at least since the nineteenth-century I do not dwell on the method. I would 
note, however, that I use two types of timelapse: the conventional timelapse (Fig. 43) and the layered drawings 
which, in themselves, are timelapsed design iterations. The former illustrates how spatial change might occur after 
the project is built, the latter illustrates how the composition of the plan has changed over time during the drawing 
process. Two examples of layered drawings are included on the following pages (Fig. 96 and Fig. 97). Each of these 
drawings is a closer approximation to the truth than a single plan. I include an example of dense sketching with 
reference to the project at St.James’s in Chapter 7 (Fig. 82). Similarly these layered perspectives are arguably 
closer to the truth that a single perspective, drawn by one colleague, would be.
Working with preciseness to allow for vagueness - building
In tandem with new types of drawing I explore the materials with which I would like to build. Using secondary-
raw-materials, the form and format of which is not known, requires me to think like a crafts person - a person who 
works with preciseness while, as a result of the nature of their materials, never fully pictures the exact outcome - a 
dry stone waller, a weaver, a selector of ‘chasing’, ‘leaning’ or ‘supporting’ stones. I do this at Bridgefoot where we 
have constructed an experimental sample area (Fig. 39), working closely with building contractors to explore the 
possibilities of various kinds of secondary-raw-materials.
Contribution to the discipline
The new types of drawings reflect fascinations and respond to the research question(s). Together with consultation, 
experimental sample areas and a host of supporting information the drawings make the realisation of a project 
more plausible.
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Fig. 96: A layered drawing. Superimposed plans for Airlie - 41 iterations. 
They do not share the same boundary, because the boundary had not been 
fixed legally and no physical element existed on the site to determine the 
exact location of the boundary. Nevertheless, each iteration was made 
with preciseness, but no particular iteration could be said to be the project, 
precisely. Collectively they express a slightly unpredictable outcome 
(which is closer to the truth than one still image), but because they are 
close iterations the project is still recognisable. Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects.
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Fig. 97: A layered drawing. Superimposed plans for Bridgefoot - 15 
iterations. They all share the same boundary which exists on the site. Each 
iteration was made with preciseness, but no particular iteration could 
be said to be the project, precisely. Collectively they express a slightly 
unpredictable outcome (which is closer to the truth than one still image), 
but because they are close iterations the project is still recognisable. Dermot 
Foley Landscape Architects.
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Explorations in composition
Having analysed our drawings with regard to how geometry is being employed, in order to identify tendencies or 
method (Chapter 7 and Book 2), and having reviewed this in the context of my fascinations (Chapter 8), I return 
now to the subject of composition but this time seen through the lenses of explorations that I have refined during 
the research period.
The analysis of the drawings stimulated explorations on different fronts, some of which were relatively new 
and others a refinement of previous studies. I summarise below some of the key explorations around the notion 
of composition. These include: synthologies - another word to describe the essence of landscape architecture; 
distribution -  tool that would predict composition rather than fix it, and; small imperfections – a reflection on the 
vagaries of space and time. These explorations have helped me to make a critical comparison of chronologies of 
drawings such as the Riverside chronology and the Bridgefoot chronology.
Exploration 1: Synthologies
With synthologies I conceptualise what I have found in my practice: the recognition of geometry and geometric 
as distinct in my formation and the explication of their subsequent synthesis as the essence of this research. I use 
synthology specifically to describe situations where geometry is intertwined with as-found natural process. These 
situations can all be described by geometry, but some of them could be described as geometric. The sequence (which 
came first?) of the application of geometry and the progression of the as-found natural process is not determinable. 
In other words it is not helpful to state that it is always the process which gives rise to outcomes which can be 
described by geometry or even as geometric. It is equally fair to state that the application of geometry can give rise 
to process, and specifically those outcomes which have easily recognisable physical attributes such as contrasting 
colour. As examples of this I use situations that I have come across at in-between places such as drainage ditches in 
peatlands (Fig. 99) or micro-habitats and pools in abandoned building sites (Fig. 74).
I then consider how I could work with secondary-raw-materials in such a way that would trigger process, not just by 
utilising the materials, but by utilising them in particular formats and layouts (geometric). I do this at Kingston. 
At Bridgefoot I elaborate further by superimposing different grades of secondary-raw-material over two or more 
layers in a plan so that the process works across geometry - in conventional terms the hard landscape plan and the 
soft landscape plan are normally negatives of each other, but here they merge in places where the particle size of the 
graded secondary-raw-material is the right size for seeds to germinate.
I invented the word synthology as a pseudonym for landscape architecture as I prepared for the ADAPT-r 
exhibition in London. I annotated our practice book Artifice, as if I was preparing the next book for the practice 
and I twinned that with a concrete exhibition of my fascination with secondary-raw-materials. I gathered the 
materials, separated, washed and crushed them as finely as I could. I wanted to remove them from their original 
form (and connotation) and present them as pigments or powders that might be used by an artist or an apothecary. 
I wanted the colours to be the only attribute that mattered (Fig. 100) . The notes that I attached to the book are 
reproduced on this page. They were tagged by stapling separately to the book. They were located at particular pages 
so that they referred directly to images or texts in the book. The idea was that the book would be modified by this 
simple guerrilla action and would become the idea for an as yet hypothetical second practice book which would be 
published in the coming years.
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Fig. 98: Synthologies, as I have found them. Photos: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 99: (Geometric) excavation (a drain), which gave rise to a green line 
through the redistribution of water and consequent alterations to conditions 
for germination, the extension of rhizomes, colonisation and survival. 
Photo: Dermot Foley.
postscript to this book…
construction waste has tremendous potential as a substrate
it is all around us and freely available
ecosystems exploit this material
it can be separated, sized and DISTRIBUTED consciously
distribution is an attribute of ecology
SYNTHOLOGIES are synthesised ecologies
they are all around us
 
ordinary places, cemetery and motorway
recycling space
ground, no sky
synthesising
deconstructing and ‘recycling’ hedgerows
‘botanic gardens’ of Scandinavian coastal ruderal communities
SYNTHOLOGIES
novel ecologies on novel substrates
recycling waste
‘machined’ landscapes and the return of habitat
reconsidering destruction
SYNTHOLOGIES + ORDINARINESS
Synthologies are synthesised ecologies
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At University College Dublin (UCD) I continued working on the theme developed for the ADAPT-r exhibition. I 
challenged students to install crushed secondary-raw-materials on the campus in April 2017. The materials included 
asphalt, glass, brick, slate and other common waste construction materials (Fig. 101). After the summer break I 
noticed that broadleaved plants had germinated in two zones or panels - crushed nineteenth century brick and 
crushed granite. Chickweed germinated in the crushed brick and has since spread to adjacent panels. Daisy and 
dandelion germinated in the crushed granite. Monocots, but not broadleaves, had germinated in most of the other 
panels (Fig. 114).
Exploration 2: Distribution
We recognise the two main approaches to landscape design as distinct: the ecological and the formalist. Some 
landscape designers even argue over the correct approach – designing with nature (to borrow from McHarg, but 
to recognise many instrumental players at least as far back as Uvedale Price), or making form (to reduce  it to its 
crudest). Exploiting process, or using geometry. But these approaches are not mutually exclusive. There are, on 
the one hand, processes which give rise to geometry, or at least can be described by geometry, even if they do not 
appear to be geometric. The distribution of trees for example, as they emerge from a meadow, during the process 
of regeneration. Each tree is a point. The points form lines, so that when we look at the trees as they emerge 
we recognise patterns, distribution, minimum distances, maximum distances, average intervals (Fig. 33). Are 
there, on the other hand, geometries that give rise to processes? If I dig a series of trenches to drain land prior to 
afforestation, I will certainly create conditions for certain species and, therefore, certain colours and textures to 
appear in a procedural manner.
Distribution is related to Formless?, in that there is no form in nature until we perceive it. What would resist 
composition? Is there anything that could generate a project without it being organised on paper? Yes, but 
ultimately that would be organised through action and so placement (composition) would be part of that action(s). 
Notwithstanding all of the considerations related to function, I prefer to think of distribution as a tool to predict 
composition, rather than fix it, as a drawing would do if it was merely a study in proportion. Broadcasting in 
horticulture is a type of distribution. Scatter the bulbs and plant them where they land. I propose to broadcast 
a wider range of materials at Bridgefoot. In fact, if you do not know the exact dimensions and proportions 
of each piece of a material, and you know that they will all be unique, then composing with them is a type of 
broadcasting. You cannot compose with them until you actually have them in your hands, but you must find a way 
of communicating your intentions. This is the essence of working with secondary-raw-materials.
Exploration 3: Small imperfections
The last of the three explorations which I summarise here, Small imperfections, is the exploration that most directly 
addresses aesthetics. I am learning from mentors such as Catherine Mosbach (Bordeaux Botanic Gardens, Louvre 
Lens) and again from William Kent (Rousham). Rousham is one of my pilgrimages. It is hard to distinguish the real 
imperfections from the intended quirks (Fig. 102), but for me that is not the point. Some I am sure are intended, 
and some have happened, of which some have been committed by people. For Kingston I was proposing a scheme 
which would facilitate small imperfections, but one which was still very much composed as a conventional array 
of corrals with boundaries (Fig. 84). I was hoping that small imperfections would arise through using various 
grades of secondary-raw-materials mixed with organic matter, that material would migrate and that the client 
(Kingston University), through semi-abandonment would foster a novel ecosystem that would impart its own 
imperfect look on the space. Time will tell. The project is nearing the end of the construction stage, but it is really 
up to the university in terms of how they approach the management of the landscape. I am not confident that the 
small imperfections will be tolerated. In developing drawings for Bridgefoot I have tried to suppress the urge to 
Fig. 100: Synthologies at the ADAPT-r exhibition, London, 2016. Photos: 
Dermot Foley.
Fig. 101: Synthologies. Crushing and grading secondary-raw-materials 
with undergraduate students of landscape architecture at University 
College Dublin (UCD), 2017. Photos: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 102: Rousham. William Kent began remodelling the gardens in 
1737. This is my favourite English garden. The perfection of this place is 
in its small imperfections. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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control the geometry, but have insisted on an exploration in composing so that we could express the nature of the 
materials that we propose to use. We hosted three public consultations. The consultation methodology we used 
was recognised by our client Dublin City Council as an examplar. We did not draw any drawings until after the 
second public workshop. The overall plan is a study in imperfection, rather than perfection. Small imperfections are 
embedded in the project on many different levels. They reflect the nature of the materials that we propose to use.
Evolving ways of composing - from perfection to dischord
By comparing Riverside and Bridgefoot I can clarify the reasons why I use geometry and how the ways in which 
I use geometry are evolving. At Riverside (2004-2005) (Fig. 37) I used Euclidean geometry (I use this term with 
hindsight) to construct distinctive form, but I left the composition open-ended. I consciously left it open-ended for 
two reasons. The first reason was to allow for interstitial spaces that are the outcome of my interpretation of the 
brief – namely to bring about a certain ambiguity that would facilitate resident and office users to use the space 
in (mainly) temporal separation. The second reason was that I knew that I could not resolve (perfect, or close) 
the geometry by taking it to the building, so I devised spatial and construction techniques (it was described as a 
‘funky parterre’ by the judging panel for the Irish Landscape Institute awards) to let it sit comfortably alongside 
the building without touching the building. This works in both plan and perspective. In plan (or bird’s eye view) 
the composition has its presence in compliment to the building. In eye-level perspective the orthogonal of the 
building and the trapezoid of the landscape merge to the vanishing points (Fig. 91). The separation is not seen. So 
at Riverside I was already interested in open-ended composition but was still working with form in a rudimentary 
fashion. The influences were Ernst Cramer, Dieter Kienast, Dani Karavan. At Bridgefoot I deliberately forced a 
move away from the trapezoidal. 127 I did this in the first instance because I wanted the composition to reflect the 
intended use of materials (secondary-raw-materials) that, by their nature, would come to us and be used by the 
builders in formats that would be unknown. I wanted the plan to express this vagueness or ambiguity. There are, in 
fact, superimposed plans that cross over each other and form a third plan. These are the plans for the construction 
of the surfaces and structures, and then the plans for the distribution of the vegetation. They are not binary as they 
often are in landscape schemes, but in fact much of the vegetation is proposed to be distributed across the loosely 
constructed surfaces. The overall composition rotates around a new hill which is placed slightly off-centre. The hill 
emerged as a result of a great process of consultation and it gave us a single element (a fulcrum) around which an 
open-ended composition could develop. The project is in some ways the inverse of Riverside, having no particular 
built edge, but instead being located in a physical and social context which is so complicated that it is almost 
impossible to describe in words. Its geometry is not Euclidean. It is not restricted to the straight line and circle. It is 
not perfect.  There is less of an effort to resolve geometry and, very importantly for me, it allows for discordance. If a 
straight line is required then it is used, without having to take on the quality of the geometry alongside it. In this way 
it differs from Riverside because the straight line can clash with the other types of geometry in the Bridgefoot 
plan and does not have to be kept separate, in the way that the trapezoidal is kept separate from the orthogonal in 
Riverside.
Regarding this particular stream of working in our practice - working with secondary-raw-material - our work 
has changed from using remnants in decorative ways (CIDP) to promoting a more ambitious and potentially 
incongruous, but framed, arrangement of synthologies (Kingston) to fully backgrounding (mainstreaming) the 
use of secondary-raw-materials (Bridgefoot). So one could say that we have tested the aesthetic more forcibly 
(forcefully) with each project. The rough aesthetic, as discussed in the third Practice Research Symposium, has 
become the aesthetic which bridges composition, drawing and material at Bridgefoot.
Fig. 103: Distribution - rediscoverying the craft. A workshop at Arnolab, 
Florence, 2019. Working with students, refugees, landscape architects and 
artists. Found materials, that had been deposited by the river were collected 
and distributed across a number of interventions at the riverside. Photos: 
Dermot Foley.
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A further discussion on geometry and composition
There is evidence from the drawings that I presented at the fifth Practice Research Symposium that we are 
working on certain parts of the composition with more intensity than on others. I know that there are particular 
operational aspects of the project that determine to an extent where our efforts are concentrated. These vary in 
their particularity to each project but they belong to types. The types include access points to the site, the effects 
of topography and other physical constraints. They do not, however, fully explain why we would spend more time 
and effort at a location within the plan that is for example aligned with one access point over another. In terms of 
composition, if we are influenced by the way we see pictures (lighter to the top, heavier to the bottom the.), and if 
this is determining how we compose landscape plans (as we look at monitors) then it is having a direct effect on the 
organisation of land as we construct the new landscapes. Composition of pictures is well described by Kandinsky 
(refer to Book 2) and the implications of these notions of top, side, bottom, lightness have become more apparent 
to me as I move away from formal geometry and towards the type of plan that we have made for Bridgefoot, 
where a more complex and nebulous composition of less easily identifiable parts forces a heightened awareness of 
composition. 128 
I return to the plan for Kingston, the development of which is illustrated in Chapter 6. The process of composing 
that led to the plan took place on a plan that was orientated with north to the left. For this project we continue 
to orientate the plans thus, and in fact it has caused some confusion at certain times during the design process. 
Nevertheless, that was the way that the plan of the building had been set up by the architects. Our landscape plan 
includes a series of what I call bridges. The bridges point to the top of the page and diminish in width as they extend 
in the direction of the top of the page. In other words they are getting lighter as they extend in the direction of the 
top of the page. The decision to make the bridges narrower or wider is influenced, almost instantaneously as I work, 
by different factors related to my knowledge of the site (busy road), the buildings, new and existing (access points, 
doors), but given that the bridges would function if they all remained a certain consistent minimum width (and in 
fact most of them are not required), it is also an aesthetic move (an act of drawing determined by my sense of top, 
bottom, left and right). It doesn’t seem possible to fully divorce the aesthetic reasons for making lines from the other 
reasons, but if I know that the aesthetic reasons can be determined simply by the orientation of the page, then that 
seems to trivialise them in terms of the actual real outcome of the project - the organisation of land.  In Chapter 2 I 
placed the landscape plan for Kingston as it was orientated while I developed the composition, and the same plan 
as it would be with north to the top. It is clear that the composition as seen in the plan with north to the left adds 
weight to the bottom of the plan - as the ‘bridges’ widen they more-or-less coalesce to form a weightier band. The 
natural distribution of weight (gravity) to the bottom is not seen in the same drawing when it is rotated to bring 
north to the top. The same plans are seen here in smaller format (Fig. 105).
I asked a group of students to comment on what they saw in a series of the same plan for Bridgefoot, rotated 
through 90, 180, 270 and 360 degrees. They agreed that there was more weight at the bottom of the composition, 
when it was presented at its original angle of rotation. So we discussed the problem of drawing plans as though they 
were pictures, or three dimensional drawings. One of my students said ‘why don’t you just rotate your plans and 
draw them sideways or upside down’. Another said that he tried that but got confused. Yes I could rotate the plans, 
but unless I keep rotating the plan as I am drawing the same pattern, or, behaviour emerges, but this time I have 
lost the tacit understanding of orientation and micro-climate, shade, wind and so on. In other words, the tendency 
to draw as if I was drawing a portrait remains but a second problem occurs – the drawing becomes even more 
divorced from the site because there is no understanding of attributes such as direction of sun and shade.
I am illustrating my colleague Calum Kirkwood’s planting plan for Bridgefoot in four orientations or 
Fig. 104: Zweimal Treppe runter (Twice down the stairs). Georg Baselitz, 
2016. © Georg Baselitz.
Fig. 105: Landscape plan for Kingston, with north to the top (above) and 
the same plan in the orientation in which the drawing was composed with 
north to the left (below). Dermot Foley Landscape Architects.
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configurations (Fig. 106). The colours denote various plants or mixes of plants. This means that it is not just an 
abstract composition. North, south, east and west actually matter in terms of the light levels and microclimate. 
The planting will be distributed across a site which will have topography, so that light, shade and microclimate is 
further defined and more specific, thereby intensifying the effects that north, south, east and west (top, bottom, 
right and left) will have on the plants. So its not simply a question of toying around with the rotational angle of the 
canvas, in order to avoid cognitive or physiological constraints either in the maker’s or the recipient’s way of seeing 
and understanding. Yes, it is just a manual or a diagram to help construct, to help lay out the plants on the site, 
but its more than that. It is based on a composition, which during its drafting has been affected by the cognitive or 
physiological constraints as described by Edwards in a way which unduly influences the make-up of the land in the 
new project. 129 
Chronologies, composition and influences
In Chapter 6, I describe three projects as one and emphasise how they hybridise over a period of 14 years. I focus 
on the development of plan composition across the three projects as I got closer and closer to using secondary-
raw-materials in a foregrounded and backgrounded manner. Equally I could describe any number of combinations 
of our projects through the building process in terms of how they merge and cross-pollinate. It would sound a bit 
like this: spoil (secondary-raw-materials) appeared in CIDP, as-found, but years before I had photographed this 
in Brussels; granite was given value over crushed concrete, but years later at Bridgefoot crushed concrete will 
be mainstreamed; the brick wall at my previous house was made and modular systems (being used at Airfield) 
in Howth replaced the plastic surfaces of Riverside and opened up the composition; the modular was used 
at St.Audoen’s later; timber screens were used to re-align the composition at Howth and were used later 
in Mount Street; the timber screens were used only to suggest space at Howth and also at Mount Street; 
exposed aggregate was rejected at Airfield but used at CIDP, again plastic qualities of surfaces were used, with 
circles cast; this concrete was later used in Curragh and Kingston; habitat planting was used at Howth, as 
had been perfected in Airfield, and later used in Kingston; herbaceous mixes, first used in Mellowes were 
perfected for Airfield and then used at Howth, CIDP, St.Audoen’s; the modernism of Howth derived from 
Dan Kiley; the circles in CIDP from research carried out by designers in Washington; the geometry of Riverside 
from the European parterre; trees are dispersed in CIDP, as they had been by John Sutherland at Mountjoy 
Square during the Georgian or Regency period; lines of paving are used in Joyces after I had seen the Jewish 
Museum in Copenhagen; a single tree I had seen in a home-zone in Copenhagen influenced how we use trees in 
Scholarstown; planting in Clondalkin has the qualities of a Piet Oudolf scheme; the concrete joints in CIDP 
that of Ferrater; the grid of trees at CIDP is influenced by Kiley, but combined with scattered trees in a way that 
I interpreted from Kienast’s compositions; the timber bench at Riverside reworks itself at CIDP; the ideas for 
timber benches at Airfield are rejected, they come from the Barcelona Botanic Gardens and eventually find a place 
at St.Audoen’s. The range of influences, and many are not included above, is broad, but I suspect not unusually so, 
and I have not even considered influences that my colleagues might have.
Regardless of the influences, however, reflection on the work has opened up a discussion in our practice as to how 
we make plan drawings. We have, from time to time, very open conversations about what we are trying to achieve in 
plan, whether we should be looking for perfection in composition, equilibrium, balance and so on, or discordance, 
incongruity. On some projects we are now trying to design without using the plan. On others we are delaying the use 
of the plan as a tool.
Types of form, and reasons for making form
During the third Practice Research Symposium I said that nature is considered formless until we perceive form in 
Fig. 106: Planting plan for Bridgefoot, 2017: north to the top (top left), 
and rotated through 90, 180 and 270 degrees. Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects.
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it. Of course this happens instantaneously. In drawing, we act out a proxy of that process or procedure. Instead of 
using the word form I would now use the word distribution. Drawings then are not so much about form but about 
distribution. The process of drawing itself can be distilled to a sketch, which leads directly to action on the ground, 
which might be enough to improve the plausibility of a proposal. I have done this to an extent at Adamstown 
(Squares). I have done this to a greater extent at Bridgefoot. There is a certain element of this in Kingston, but it 
really has been eroded through the process of production information.
There is no paradox between formless and the inclination to form. There is, however, the abstract nature of the plan 
as a method of communication, and the fact that the lived experience does not recognise the plan. The inclination 
to form in plan might be better described as an interest in distribution of materials. If I think like this then I can 
more easily reconcile the recognisable forms on plan with the less tangible outcomes of planting design or ecological 
process. These less tangible components become very tangible when actually experienced, and the forms that were 
recognisable in plan become more discreet in reality. The initial distribution of materials, however, is ordained by 
the plan. Whether or not the distribution changes on realisation is another story. This can be allowed, facilitated or 
encouraged to a greater or lesser degree depending on what the design intent is.
Gavin Keeney writes... ‘The critique of geometrism is less a denunciation of formalism than a call to reinvest 
geometry with inherent ethical, figurative and cultural significance – immanence’. 130 I take his use of the word 
immanence to reflect the art critic Peter Fuller’s interest in art which expresses faith and tradition, not the lost, 
shared, symbolic order of religion, but something new and authentic which can replace that. I have identified 
certain projects which in themselves employ geometry for reasons which I believe at least start to address these 
concerns (Riverside, Kingston, Bridgefoot). During the fourth Practice Research Symposium I identified 
sequences of projects, the sequence or chronology being the clue to meaning in the geometry. I have also identified 
simple reasons for using geometry which release the practice of using geometry from being reductive to the point 
of eliminating difference (listed in Chapter 7). Finally I described important real aspects of the site which have 
determined the way in which geometry is deployed in any given drawing (for example, facilitating different users, or 
adjusting to site constraints).
Composition, preciseness and vagueness
In January 2018 I delivered a lecture to landscape architecture students at ENSP Versailles. I called it From where 
do the lines come? – a personal study of geometry in landscape architecture. (I subsequently shortened the title to 
From where do the lines come?) That gave me an opportunity to further reflect on the material that I presented at 
the fourth Practice Research Symposium - the analysis of the drawings -  and it started an intense period of reading, 
a literature review which captured certain aspects of my community of practice as well as helping me to focus on 
particular issues related to geometry, drawing and aesthetics.
Strategy and detail can both be considered in terms of composition (geometry) and they can both serve preciseness 
and vagueness. I can consider both strategy and detail by comparing three current projects. At St.James’s, which 
is a delicate repurposing of a cemetery, we are drawing modules with preciseness, which will be fabricated with 
preciseness, but then put together on site with an openness to conditions, of which we have some but not absolute 
knowledge. The details are known to us to the millimetre, but the overall composition is not known, although we 
have drawn a possible version of it for the purposes of public procurement. The project will put itself together in 
accordance with very particular, metre by metre, parameters, as the headstones and other artifacts are worked on 
by the conservation experts. That is our strategy. At Bridgefoot we are doing something different to St. James’s, 
in that we are configuring quite unique forms, with preciseness of graphic language as to the quality of line, but 
Fig. 107: Sketch plan for Bridgefoot, 2016. Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects.
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for materials which are not modules, but will come on site in an unknown state. The broad nature of the details 
is known to us but not the dimensions.  The materials (crushed masonry, secondary-raw-material) will coagulate 
to make form (either as loose crushed concrete, powder the, or as recognizable and handleable pieces of broken 
concrete, or as pieces of concrete forming a much greater mass of topography or as pieces of concrete mixed as an 
aggregate into new forms of in-situ concrete. Again the exact overall composition is not known to us although we 
have drawn a version of it. At Peace, we drew the entire project with a Scarpa-esque level of preciseness, with every 
millimetre pre-ordained. The strategy is to know every millimetre both in terms of detail and overall composition. 
When I discussed the plan for Peace in the office with colleagues Calum Kirkwood and Hannah Soules we agreed 
that the potential downfall in the plan is that it becomes too determined, and is impossible to build perfectly if the 
materials have not been ordered properly, or if materials get damaged on site. There was a danger at one point 
that every single piece of the project would be a special, a unique bespoke item. This is probably the worst kind 
of scenario that we could find ourselves in because although it is a useful exercise in craft and construction (and 
I absolutely love and admire projects such as Kathryn Gustafson’s Princess Diana Memorial Fountain for this 
reason) it tends to prohibit learning by colleagues who are outside the team of people directly involved in making 
the drawings. It also tends to exclude third parties from the conception of the project or from any engagement 
other than using the project when it has been built.  It even does what Lloyd Thomas is worried about – assume no 
value in the construction process, by excluding any room for manoeuvre or creative input on the part of the experts 
building the work. 131  Although I don’t fully accept her argument, in that there always remains room for the good 
builders to distinguish themselves from the not-so-good. In any case I simplified the plan before the drawings were 
sent for costing and although the built project is still a very attractive exercise in control, there are fewer specials, 
fewer interfaces, and this has resulted in a more spacious and calmer atmosphere. We get these decisions right 
sometimes, and may not on other occasions, but it is equally controlling to simplify a plan as it is to work out every 
square millimetre of its composition.
Measure & Vagueness
Early in Chapter 7 I mention the not-so-perfect world. Any discussion of geometry at some point arrives at the word 
measure. 132 Maizels’ thesis on the artist Barry Le Va dwells for some time on measure and measuring, in the context 
of Le Va attempting to escape from materiality in his work. Measure in one way assumes precision but Maizels easily 
debunks that using the theory of relativity. Measure in another way can be used to express a general assessment – 
the measure of something. Both of these aspects of measure make their way into and emerge out of our drawings. 
Measure in Peace is the attempted precise measure, whereas measure in Bridgefoot is the measure of general 
assessment.
Bloye states that Newton opened a broader understanding of geometry by allowing ‘all mechanical curves’ into 
the definition of geometry. She emphasizes the word all, and ‘Newton’s view that geometry receives its exactness 
from mechanical practice…. a step away from Platonic idealism.’ 133 From day to day we use precise statements 
to express something that is more vague. 134 The subject matter of this research is presented with more preciseness 
than the reality of the work, which is mired in complexity. Yet preciseness is demanded of us. Working with 
preciseness, however, is not enough. I have to be able to work with preciseness in a way which allows for the 
vagueness of materials in landscape to emerge and enchant us. The layered drawing is one way of doing this - 
despite its appearance it is a drawing which is closer to the truth than a single measured plan.
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CONCLUSION
The research presented here takes two forms: research into my practice and research through my practice. The 
former includes an analysis of our drawings which helps to direct the latter, a series of explorations in venturous 
practice, including but not limited to drawing, which address the central research question, as stated in the 
introduction, further explained in Chapter 3 and repeated below.
Central research question
How can landscape architects make drawings with preciseness that at the same time emulate the vagueness 
of materials and processes peculiar to landscape and particularly with regard to secondary-raw-materials, 
the physical attributes of which are often unknown to the designer at the time of designing? This is the central 
research question. I started this research with a different question which was subsequently demoted to a sub-theme. 
That initial question, however, was a doorway into another world of research, which is more directly related to my 
practice and which allows me to formulate the central research question and address it head-on through practice. 
135 The research led me to discoveries which at first were idiosyncratic and auto-biographical, but I then turned my 
attention to their transferability and a possible contribution to the discipline of landscape architecture.
I present my conclusions in two parts: firstly I provide an account of the research process which summarises the 
main points of the argument and secondly I describe working methods which I developed to address the research 
question and which point to further possible research.
1. The research process - research into my practice
At the first Practice Research Symposium, I stated that I valued, above all, landscape architecture practice that had 
as its goal the construction of real landscape. I illuminated subsequently, as others have done in their own way, the 
paradox of plan and perspective, with regard to how we organise the world and the ways in which we experience 
the world. I dwelt on plan drawing because of its abstract nature and discovered in our practice different series or 
chronologies which demonstrated design techniques. These include distribution, offset and so on. I distinguished 
between geometry and geometrical and argued that the aesthetic attributes associated with the geometrical, rather 
than geometry, were to be taken seriously because they were more likely to be the source of disagreement or even 
confusion during the course of a project’s life on the drawing board, computer screen, community workshop and 
construction site. I illustrated how geometry could describe any project, but that not any project would be described 
as geometrical. I proposed that our drawings could be considered as porisms and that that notion might help us 
understand the rather difficult (perhaps mysterious) term genius loci.
I asked were there geometries (forms) which gave rise to process, and not just processes which gave rise to 
geometries (forms). Could the excavation of a straight line give rise to new processes in land which would go 
on to transform that land? If yes, and the answer is yes, then this would be a new way of considering geometry, 
contrapuntal to what most commentators consider the faded (but stubbornly influential) Cartesian view. 136 
Preciseness and openness to change became two themes which I identified in the way we practice. I discussed the 
apparent contradiction here, which in fact is at the heart of all landscape architecture, and which I try to balance in 
our practice’s work. I illustrated how we are changing in our recent practice in at least two directions: one relating 
to geometry in plan that more closely emulates the attributes of the materials we propose to use, and the second 
10
Fig. 108: Working with preciseness. Top: Isamu Noguchi (on the right) 
examining stones, 1957 (from Herrera, H., Listening to stone: the art 
and life of Isamu Noguchi). Below: three photos of Bridgefoot (from top 
down): pieces of concrete for re-use, stockpiled at the site; selected concrete 
arranged to make a mock-up or sample garden; the sample garden one year 
later. Photos: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 109: Das grosse rasenstuck, Albrecht Durer, 1503. Courtesy Albertina 
Museum.
94
indicating that we are using the plan at the end of the design process rather that at the start. I used the proposals for 
Bridgefoot to illustrate the former and St. James’s the latter.
In terms of the methodology, I placed on the table aspects of my personal history, my influences, key learnings, 
heroes, tendencies and themes to which I seem to return, all in an effort to learn something more about my 
practice. The fascinations that came to the fore included a fascination with boundaries, which I found to be useful 
in elaborating the analysis of the drawings. Another key fascination became evident through my photography which 
tends to lack horizon, and this I interpreted as a fascination with the ground. A third fascination, something I was 
more aware of, was my fascination with as found. I analysed more than a decade of drawing, by reducing the plan 
drawings to lines in order to express the underlying geometry of the projects. I demonstrated how geometry in a 
landscape plan, that seemed to be discordant (or incongruous) with regard to say the geometry of the floor plans 
or the structure of an adjacent building, could appear to be complimentary to that of the building when seen in 
perspective or experienced in the real built work. For this I drew over photographs of the built work. I did not have 
perspective drawings of the proposals before they were constructed. I used Riverside to demonstrate this point, 
but the same point could easily be made of the campus at the Catholic Institute for Deaf People, CIDP.
I summarised a number of what I call explorations in order to explicate further the way I practice. I call these 
works explorations to differentiate them from the projects, although all projects could be considered explorations. 
The explorations highlight how my practice is not just about the office and the people employed in the office, but 
it incorporates writing and teaching in other places or institutions. The writing and teaching explorations give 
me space and time to reflect on the projects and they also allow me to transfer the findings of the projects. So the 
explorations allow my practice to oscillate between different states of being. I hesitate to differentiate projects 
from what you would have to then read as non-projects, because the explorations are not non-projects. They are 
the context within which projects arise and back onto which projects cast their findings. I first positioned them 
within the exegesis directly after my earlier personal history, as if they were pre-PhD, but as the research evolved 
and I carried out more, I came to see them as a continuous experience, which although capable of being split into 
segments and categorised in time, in fact was mixed up in time and mixed up with the projects. An exploration such 
as Small imperfections 2 allowed me to draw the city of Dublin afresh and to reflect on numerous projects grouped 
under one theme. From where do the lines come? allowed me to engage in conversation, a two-way transmission 
of experience and thought, from which helpful suggestions by students emerged. The explorations are clues to 
fascinations.
I then went to the literature, as a creative reader, in order to situate my work, not in comparison to my peers or 
my practicing mentors, but more in relation to terminology and the way in which critics have contributed to our 
understanding of practice. So the choice of literature was sometimes made in the manner of a literature review, but 
it was also governed by recommendations from others, or chance findings. The purpose of the creative reading was 
not to categorise and perfect, but to learn how to express the emergent findings in a particular way. The creative 
reading allowed me to reflect on the practice work through notions such as kitsch. Kitsch requires an emotional and 
aesthetic investment on behalf of the viewer (or user of a park in my case) to an extent over-and-above that required 
for the enjoyment or even the acceptance of other types of artistic expression. I realised that the design-research 
we are doing with secondary-raw-materials, if foregrounded, results in a artistic expression of kitsch, even though 
the practice of reuse of secondary-raw-materials is often dominated by more prosaic discussion of waste licenses, 
contamination, health and safety, sustainability, embodied energy, regulations and directives. What matters in the 
landscape architecture of all of this is the way in which a person, new to the proposal, new to the drawing or new 
to the park will invest themselves in what they see as broken bits of concrete stacked on top of one another. One 
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of the interesting things about a literature review that takes its own direction is that you get so much pleasure out 
of coincidence – images, references, ideas, words, 137  combinations of words, names 138 that appear unexpectedly 
and shed new light on the projects. One such case was the reference to Mel Bochner in Hassett which echoed that 
of Maizels. 139 It affirms the notion of community of practice and says something about the possible breadth of the 
community and the complexity of the web of influences, stretching out as it does to the most remote.
The three fascinations of ground, boundary and as found, may or may not be interconnected. The fascination with 
the ground was first noticed by Anton James at the first Practice Research Symposium, during which he observed 
that the photographs I had selected to present were all lacking horizon. The fascination with boundary first became 
apparent to me when I started to consider my personal history with more intensity between the first and the third 
Practice Research Symposia. The fascination with as found simply had to be expressed a little more clearly and this 
occurred in preparation for the third Practice Research Symposium.
All three fascinations contribute to the practice, but their relative influence can determine a lot about a project. 
Boundary has influenced the way I use geometry. Ground either comes from my desire to garden, or brought about 
my desire to garden. Being fascinated with as found relates to my feeling for the ‘historical sensation ‘ – nostalgia, 
sentimentalism, but also a sensuous experience of things as well, surely, as guilt about our environment. For years it 
has been fuelling a desire to move away from the dominant (British Victorian) tradition of landscape architecture in 
the city of my childhood and young adult years. The rough aesthetic, as identified by Jurgen Weidinger in the third 
Practice Research Symposium, became a way of identifying and teasing out a practice which could respond to my 
tradition, my time and place, and led to the current proposals for the new public park at Bridgefoot.
I returned to the original interest in sentiment, not to construct some sort of overarching theory about how different 
types of individuals influence projects, or tend to succeed or fail in certain aspects of design, but to position the 
practice work again in the world of people.
2. Addressing the central research question - research through my practice
The initial research question was about the extent to which we thought we could change the world. To what extent 
do we think we can change the world? I arrived at this kind of question by studying Fredrick Von Schiller’s essay 
On naïve and sentimental poetry. I became curious about links made by his translators between his types (naïve 
and sentimental) and other traits such as optimism and pessimism. Notions of the poet’s desire to change the 
world and the plausibility of his strategy to do so were discussed. Early projects from my student days and practice 
(Docklands, Ippenburg, Riverside) used explicit form and I now understand these to be (sometimes crude) 
expression of my desire to change the world. They are extremely optimistic drawings. Much of the subject matter 
of the drawings, however, was not informed by experience. Only to a certain degree did the drawing emulate what 
was going to have to occur in order for the work to be built – what materials would be used and how the process of 
construction would unfold. By the time I was working on Kingston, my knowledge of materials and processes was 
superior, but form was still being used in a conventional, perhaps archaic (Euclidean, Platonic) sense. It is being 
presented as having been resolved (perfected), even though I know that if managed creatively by the university, the 
natural processes, mosses and other vegetation will introduce complexity in a less predictable manner. This use and 
presentation of geometry had something (a lot) to do with the brief, the fact that it was linked to a newly designed 
building and the type of client, but there was still something missing. With Bridgefoot I have been working with 
looser processes and at the same time I have not discarded preciseness. I find myself balancing preciseness with 
unknowable materials and processes. I also find myself allowing discordant geometries to appear in the drawings, 
knowing that they will not adversely affect the experience of the project when built. For Bridgefoot, St.James’s 
Fig. 110: Examples of the working methods which address the central 
research question (from top down): timelapse (Priorsland), dense sketching 
(St. James’s) and layered drawing (Bridgefoot).
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and Priorsland, among other projects, I am using layered drawing, dense sketching and timelapse to respond 
to the central research question (Fig. 110). These working methods were developed, during the latter period of the 
research, as research through my practice.
Contribution to the discipline - how I have evolved form and composition in my practice
‘Knowledge for designers is contained in form and composition.’ 140  This research has opened up new frontiers of 
knowledge for us in our practice. Perhaps it can be useful in some way to other practitioners? 
I have constructed a real life-scale model of a part of the proposed park at Bridgefoot in order to assist others to 
buy-in to what might be considered the kitsch of secondary-raw-material, the kitsch of as-found. This happened 
after preliminary site-specific investigations with a different client at a different site in Adamstown. I did this to 
illustrate that I intended to background the materials, thereby reduce the requirement for others to buy-in to the 
aesthetic. I discovered the importance of the distinction between foregrounding and backgrounding when I assessed 
the way we used secondary-raw-materials at CIDP. At CIDP I realised that we had assigned superior value to 
granite and inferior value to crushed concrete. The materials were used in seen (those to which higher value had 
been assigned) and unseen ways. I was aware that I was using secondary-raw-materials at Kingston in a way which 
was kitsch because I was framing particular materials in order to metaphysically elevate them from surrounding 
materials. This was not the original intention, but it became that way through a drawn-out process of compromise. 
The original design intent for Kingston exploited a spectrum of foregrounding and backgrounding and had a 
specific array of seen or unseen ways of reusing secondary-raw-materials, although the method of procurement 
and the construction process substantially narrowed the design intent.  Nevertheless, in developing these ideas 
on-the-ground I have been able to move away from form and towards a looser way of expression, which captures 
the materials themselves, and the fact that we are not fully knowledgeable of the materials. We don’t know them 
as much as we would like to know them. Now we have new types of drawings in our office, and new sequences of 
drawing, as a result of testing materials in the field. Our drawings and the drawing process contains knowledge 
which we have amassed by working in real landscape. It’s not the other way around. 141 Bridgefoot, to start 
construction in 2020, will be the first public park in Ireland that will foreground and background (mainstream) 
the reuse of secondary-raw-materials, in an integrated array of end-of-waste uses. This is in a regulatory context 
that does not even define end-of-waste uses, because the relevant EU directives have not yet been appropriately 
transposed into Irish law.
A new definition for geometry?
I stated in the introduction that uncertainty (vagueness) is a quality of the following three phenomena: mutability of 
materials, inter-related dynamics of processes, and changing semantics of geometry. The fact of the matter is that I 
have long been more interested in jettisoned materials than in newness, or in newly invented materials or devices. 
Jettisoned materials, secondary-raw-material, does not come with a digital file or a data sheet. Its form and format 
is unknown at the time of drawing. It is totally mutable and it can be used as a substrate to trigger inter-related 
dynamics of process. I have been attempting to make a lexicon 142  for a new aesthetic - an aesthetic which is new to 
the time and place within which I practise. This aesthetic is the rough aesthetic discussed during the third Practice 
Research Symposium, in London. The lexicon is one of drawings, ways of drawing, drawings that are drawn with 
preciseness, but at the same time, are porisms in that they allow for multiple possible outcomes. In teasing this out I 
can also conclude that everything in landscape architecture is geometric - geometric is not reserved for the projects 
that have shapes, for the form-making projects. Geometric can be much more subtle. It too allows for vagueness. 
Geometric after all is simply relating to geometry.
I have used key projects to illustrate my contribution to practice. In our practice we have learned to use 
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contradictory tools, such as the particular and systematic, to make, in both, cases unique places with ambiguous 
space. The particular (Scarpa-esque obsession with detail) and the universal (modular systems) can both give rise 
to small imperfections. In the former, these are known with precision prior to their coming into being, because 
they are detailed to the utmost degree. In the latter they are part-known (estimated) through the particularity of 
the module, but its configuration with other modules is done on site, so the small imperfections and ambiguous 
space is not known with certainty until it appears on site. Howth is evidence of this. The modular systems have the 
paradoxical characteristic of being universal and neutral as well as giving rise to a particular effect when bolted into 
position on a site. Peace is an example of the Scarpa-esque (almost emotional) approach and St.James’s is an 
example of the modular (almost uncaring) system. Another paradox is that the Scarpa-esque approach requires so 
much preciseness of line drawing and measured detailing that it is almost impossible to believe that ambiguity will 
follow in the built work – but again this is the (living) joy of landscape architecture. In both cases (Scarpa-esque and 
modular) this paradox lies in what is not drawn. 143
Working with preciseness
I have realised through the explication of my work that landscape architects can work like mathematicians. I seek 
to work with preciseness in order to describe nature. The subject matter has vagueness, but the way of describing 
it, the drawing, has precision. In the same way as mathematics describes and interprets nature, I describe and 
interpret nature in order to arrive at very concrete outcomes. But the concrete outcomes have, as soon as they are 
outcomes, vagueness in their own right, emergent through processes which all landscape architects recognise. 
Mathematics is an attempt to capture vagueness by working with preciseness. That is the way that I work. My 
formulae (drawings) are part logic and part hunch, no more or no less than a mathematician’s. My elements are 
interconnected no more or no less than the variables in an equation, but I am not talking about parametric design. 
I want to build landscape and my mathematics is site-specific. My formula (drawing) is never started without a 
site. My formula is a series of drawings, an outcome of a process of ever-increasing preciseness until the project is 
concrete (built). My formula (drawing) is recalibrated again and again, with preciseness, until the concrete nature 
of the built work is made manifest in reality. It then recalibrates without me, over time as the project grows and 
is managed by others, or left to its own devices. My formula changes form from a drawing to a landscape over 
an extended period of time. My geometry is based on hunches and intuition, likes and dislikes, but I always try 
to be conscious of this so that I can nurture the recalibration towards what, at any given time, seems to be the 
best possible outcome. There are multiple intellects and emotional beings in the practice, each one giving their 
unique experience and outlook. Our formulae evolve over many projects, out of the many individual intellects, all 
interwoven across, along and through the continuous elapse of time that is any design practice. Layered drawings, 
dense sketching and timelapse allow me to further develop a method of preciseness, while facilitating the ongoing 
recalibration of a project over time.
New agendas need new drawings
In working with secondary-raw-materials I have been rediscovering the craft, but landscape architecture is not 
solely a craft. In the design and construction of public space we bring our knowledge and understanding to the 
process primarily through drawings, not by working directly with the materials. I have had to find ways, therefore, 
of bringing that discovery into the process of drawing. The research has enabled me to empower the drawing so that 
a project can develop to a level beyond what we had previously attained on other projects. The (layered, dense, or 
timelapse) drawings help me determine to a greater extent the direction of the project. But these are our practice 
drawings, so perhaps no-one else can really know these drawings. My contribution, therefore, is not the drawing, 
but the way the drawing determines a richer project, and an empowering of my practice in this process. I can share 
as a contribution the fact that as my practice is being empowered by my change of technique, so any practitioners 
Fig. 111: Impacts of the research - Synthologies at the ADAPT-r exhibition, 
London, 2016. Photos: Dermot Foley.
Fig. 112: Impacts of the research - Adamstown (Squares): (top) secondary-
raw-materials placed in early 2016 without grading, so that there is a 
variation in grain and void size; (middle) three months later - germination 
of wind-blown seed occurs on the finer grain where large voids are absent. 
This is commonly known amongst horticulturalist and gardeners; below one 
year later - there is a distinct lack of vegetation where no ‘fines’ are present 
between the bricks. This work was done on development land with the kind 
permission and assistance of Castlethorn Construction. Photos: Dermot 
Foley.
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can empower themselves by changing their way of drawing in order to push new agendas. We cannot push new 
agendas with the same drawings as we have previously used. 144 
Impacts of this research as they apply to fields of knowledge
I describe below an array of impacts of this research as they apply to a range of fields of knowledge - the wider realm 
within which the discipline of landscape architecture is situated. Some impacts are direct and immediate and apply 
to my practice. Others are indirect or more easily transferable to other practitioners. The impacts and fields of 
knowledge are not mutually exclusive.
Impacts related to communication, dissemination and awareness
One direct impact of the research is that my practice has been commissioned for new projects simply by being 
better able to explain our design process. This is a reflection of the practice-based method of research and involves 
a type of dissemination which is embedded in the practice - simply rephrasing our description of how we work is 
an impact in its own right, which heightens awareness of landscape architecture within the planning, development 
and construction sector. Specifically in relation to new outcomes through my own design practice, during the course 
of the research I have brought new methods to a number of our practice’s clients, in order to generally promote 
the research, by way of discussion, or to work with the clients on specific design processes which relate to the 
research. With regard to the latter I have carried out trials on a suburban development site with the kind permission 
of development company Castlethorn Construction and I have constructed a life-scale model or sample area in 
a city-centre site, which was funded by Dublin City Council (DCC) in order to display possible end-of-waste uses 
for secondary-raw-materials in public realm. I have workshopped these issues with DCC Environment and DCC 
Parks & Landscape, and used the sample area to discuss secondary-raw-materials with building contractors as part 
of the tendering process for the construction of the public park at Bridgefoot. Although we are pre-empting the 
legal framework in Ireland for the re-use of these types of (‘waste’) material, this work will make a contribution to 
the industry’s mainstreaming of the use of secondary-raw-materials in public realm. In the UK I have constructed 
new public realm with foregrounded secondary-raw-materials at Kingston. The research is (provisionally) to 
be published as an essay in a forthcoming Routledge publication (intended for undergraduate and post-graduate 
students of design) edited by UK landscape designer Catherine Heatherington.
Impacts related to urban resilience, sustainability and biodiversity
I have used invitations to present my research as further opportunity to refine the research with regard to urban 
resilience, sustainability and biodiversity, through international dialogue at exhibitions and workshops including 
Approaches of repair, Venice Biennale 2018 and Rediscovering the craft, LW Circus Arnolab, Florence 2019. 
My ADAPT-r output includes a contribution (Synthologies) to the 2016 ADAPT-r exhibition at the University 
of Westminster. I have visited suppliers and development companies to discuss the research and to explain my 
approach to waste management, energy efficiency and urban resilience in the context of the resue of secondary-
raw-materials. Most importantly, new outcomes through my own design practice bring the research, in terms of 
urban resilience, to a wider audience (Kingston University - Landscapes of the Frontier, Adamstown Squares and 
Bridgefoot Street Public Park).
Impacts related to pedagogy
In 2016 I mentored an employment-based masters degree at my practice on the subject of secondary-raw-material 
in design. The employment-based method is an innovative way of linking research to practice in Ireland. The 
candidate, Philip Doran, who carried out the research while employed by me and with an academic supervisor at 
University College Dublin (UCD), was funded by my practice as well as the Irish Research Council (IRC) and the 
Fig. 114: Impacts of the research - Colonisation of segregated, washed 
and crushed secondary-raw-materials: (above) May 2017 - a composition 
designed by students at University College Dublin and installed by them 
at the campus, on a weed suppressing geo-textile to ensure that existing 
vegetation could not grow through the crushed material from beneath; 
(below) five months later, particular plants had germinated on particular 
crushed materials. Stellaria media (chickweed) colonised rapidly on certain 
materials only and not at all on other materials. Bellis perennis (common 
daisy) colonised more slowly but again only on particular materials and 
not at all on other materials. I show this work to my clients including Dublin 
City Council who have a mandate to innovate in the field of sustainability 
and re-use of construction waste, but are bound by a range of (sometimes) 
conflicting development plan objectives and are constrained by a lack of 
clarity in terms of the legal framework in Ireland. Photos: Dermot Foley.
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Fig. 115: Developing a lexicon. A draft diagram of the design process, 
illustrating remoteness, story-telling, complexity and the ability to change 
the world, despite the apparent disconnect between drawing and reality. 
Dermot Foley.
Preciseness     Preciseness, Vagueness           Vagueness
A + B = C  ... but C implies D, which implies E.........
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Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI). Other research impacts include lectures (Versailles ENSP 2018) 
and the development of landscape architecture teaching modules at UCD (Fig. 114).
Further research
Having first researched on or into our work with regard to general notions such as temperament and geometry, 
I have refined the research to concentrate on the implications and possibilities for practice in making drawings 
that express unknown or partially known, proposed built outcomes. I have identified new ways in which we make 
drawings to express some of these possible outcomes, namely: layered drawings, dense sketches and timelapse. 
These methods of drawing are still fundamentally carried out in a conventional fashion, and so I leave behind 
a number of possible routes for further research, including a more detailed investigation into the implications 
(through composition in plan) for the organisation of the built world, by landscape architects using vertical 
interfaces for composing drawings (i.e. monitors), as opposed to horizontal interfaces (tables, the floor) as well 
as research that would aid in the re-establishment of the plan drawing in the face of three and four-dimensional 
technologies. This is something which I consider of importance to undergraduate landscape architecture 
programmes where I sense that the skill of drawing in plan is receding amongst teachers and students. Finally there 
is an opportunity for landscape designers to influence legislation and policy as EU directives on construction and 
demolition waste are transposed into Irish law.
Format of the presentation for the exam
In defending my thesis at BAU, Barcelona, in November 2019 the presentation uses three projectors to project 
video and still images, including drawings, onto three planes, including the floor. The projected images may also 
fall upon and immerse the examiners and audience. There is an option of having further projection from other 
angles, or projecting images, particularly line drawings, onto three-dimensional form. I considered an acousmatic 
presentation, using screens to obscure the source of the presentation, but have concluded that that would not be 
appropriate. I am recording practice work, both in our studio and at our built projects, together with elements 
of the design and build process (conversations, actions, site visits) in order to edit a number of videos which act 
as commentary on the design process, the materials we use and the contrast or dichotomy between the design 
process and building process, on the one hand, and the outcomes on the other. The presentation also incorporates 
secondary-raw-materials and a number of artefacts from my practice.
Fig. 116: Illustration of proposed format for projecting image and 
video on two screens and the floor. The floor projections may be made 
on three dimensional objects or secondary-raw-material. Dermot Foley.
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GLOSSARY
Explanation of key terms
active latency  a constant state of becoming in landscape
Anthropocenic  human-made (as opposed to Anthropocentric, see end-notes)
to background  use extensively, mainstream
to foreground  make obvious, frame, elevate, highlight
figure   distinguishable from the background
interstitial  intervening space
openness  open to change
opportunism deliberation design as an interwoven practice of pragmatism and reflection or conceptualism
precision  a characteristic of a drawing or document
preciseness  a characteristic of a person who is drawing, rather than a characteristic of the drawing
precisian  a person who is rigidly precise or punctilious
real   work which people can experience in four dimensions with all of their senses
secondary-raw-material extraneous material arising from demolition and construction, to be re-used
seen, unseen  method I honed to foreground or background secondary-raw-materials at Kingston
synthology  the symbiotic relationship between geometry and process
vagueness  a characteristic of certain materials
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LIST OF PROJECTS
Details of the practice projects which are named in the text, listed alphabetically by abbreviated names or acronyms.
Acorn  Private garden, Dublin, 2013 - 2015
Adamstown Temporary installation, Dublin, 2016
Airfield		 Urban farm, Dublin, 2009 - 2012
Airlie  Public park, Dublin, 2007 - 2021 (with Remi Salles)
Arnolab Installations, Florence, 2019
Boston  Urban design competition entry, Boston, USA, 2008
Bridgefoot Public park, Dublin, 2016 – 2020
Canal  Mixed-use development, Dublin, 2008
Capital  Mixed-use development, Dublin, 2013 - 2019 (with LDA)
CIDP  Campus for deaf users, Dublin, 2009 - 2012
Clondalkin Eco-museum, Dublin, 2017
Cork  Public square, Cork, 2007 - 2009
Curragh Racecourse, Kildare, 2013 - 2019
Eblana  Courtyard, Dublin, 2004
Diamond Public park, Dublin, 2018 – 2022
Howth  Private garden, Dublin, 2013 - 2014
Ippenburg Garden festival competition entry, Ippenburg, Germany, 1999
Kingston Public space & roof gardens, Kingston University, London, UK, 2013 - 2020
Knockrabo Residential development, Dublin 2016 - 2021
Liffey  Courtyards & roof gardens, Dublin Docklands, 2006 - 2008
Lavaud  Management of emergent woodland, Lavaud Gelade, France, 2009 - 2035
Mellowes Public realm and park, Dublin, 2003 - 2004
Monaghan Civic offices competition entry, Monaghan, 2002
Mountjoy Restoration of public park, Dublin, 2013 - 2020
Mountstreet Refurbishment of office building and courtyard, Dublin, 2016
Nordhavnen Urban design & public park competition entry, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2008
Oltretorrente  Urban design & public park competition entry, Parma, Italy, 2008
Peace  Memorial & refurbishment of public park, Dublin, 2018 - 2020
Priorsland Mixed-use development, Dublin, 2018 - 2023
Punchestown Racecourse, Kildare, 2016 - 2019
Qingpu  Urban design & public park competition entry, Qingpu, China, 2008
Riverside Courtyard, Dublin Docklands, 2004 – 2005
St. Anne’s Restoration of follies in public park, Dublin, 2016 - 2017 (with Howley Hayes)
St. Audoen’s Refurbishment of public park, Dublin, 2015 - 2018
St. James’s Repurposing of medieval cemetery, Dublin, 2017 – 2019
St. Michael’s Urban regeneration, Dublin, 2008
Seafield	 Private garden, Dublin, 2011
SIP  Management of emergent woodland, Sculpture Park, Offaly, 2009
Tandy  Public park, Dublin, 2007 - 2018 (with Remi Salles)
Tullamore Art centre, Tullamore, 2012
Valdebebas Public park competition entry, Madrid, Spain, 2009 (with Marti Franch, EMF)
104
BIOGRAPHY
Dermot Foley B.Agr.Sc B.A. M.L.A. M.I.L.I. is a landscape architect in practice in Dublin, Ireland. He is an Assistant 
Professor of Landscape Architecture at University College Dublin. Dermot established Dermot Foley Landscape 
Architects in 2001, after studying and working in London, Paris, Edinburgh and Brussels during the 1990s. He is 
a graduate of University College Dublin (1993), the University of Greenwich (1995) and Edinburgh College of Art 
(1998). He is a member of the Irish Landscape Institute. He was awarded Europe 40-Under-40 in 2010 and was 
an ADAPT-r Scholar during his PhD candidature. Dermot published Artifice in 2011 and has contributed to peer 
reviewed journals of architecture and landscape architecture. He has also contributed to award-winning funded 
research, including TURAS Transitioning towards urban resilience and sustainability.
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1  Barry Le Va quoted by Maizels in Barry Le Va: the aesthetic aftermath. 
2  Van Schaik, L., The design practice research model of ADAPT-r, in ADAPT-r (Exhibition) (Verbeke et al.) 
p.23.
3  Ibid. p.25. The Practice Research Symposium is a ‘public behaviour’, an opportunity for a practice-based 
researcher to publicly relate his or her findings to ‘mentors, peers and challengers’.
4  Huguet et al. Geometry versus drawing: changing the meaning of the task as a means to change 
performance p.228.
5  Ibid. p.222. The authors discuss the issue of ‘performance history’ in particular contexts – namely that if 
an individual had performed poorly in a certain context they were likely to continue to perform poorly, unless the 
context was changed. They found that ‘high achievers’ performed better in the ‘somewhat prestigious context of 
geometry than in the less valued context of drawing.’
6  As defined by the Collins English Dictionary.
7  Secondary-raw-material is the term commonly used to describe waste material from construction and 
demolition which is processes for reuse. 
8  I read Italo Calvino’s Six memos for the next millenium many yeras ago and had forgotten about it until 
Mauro Baracco reminded me after PRS6. One of Calvino’s lectures was titled Exactitude.
9  We cannot even say the outcome, because there are many outcomes over time as the project evolves.
10  The term terrain vague was coined by Ignasi Sola-Morales. Terrain vague is the subject of a large body 
of research in the last two decades. Refer to work, for example, by Dr. Krystallia Kamvasinou at the University of 
Westminster.
11  In 2007 I exhibited a study of the landscapes of Dublin’s orbital motorway, the M50 as part of Line to 
surface, the Irish contribution to the Lisbon Architecture Triennale.
12  ‘What geometrician…could fail to take pleasure in the …principles of order observed in visible things?’ 
(Plotinus, died 270 AD) and, ‘….it is still as true today as it ever was that intuitive understanding plays a major role 
in geometry.’ (Hilbert) Both quoted by Henderson and Taimina. The authors then construct an argument around 
the aesthetic nature of mathematics. In constructing their argument they ask the question ‘what is the meaning 
of straight?’ (p63) or ‘what is straight?’ (p76) and provide three meanings of a straight line: it is symmetric, it is 
the shortest distance, it is a circle with infinite radius. The last definition, they illustrate with an explanation of the 
mechanism of one of the first machines invented to draw a straight line – the Peaucellier linkage. They conclude 
with Franz Reuleaux, and inventor and machine designer: ‘In each new region of intellectual creation the inventor 
works as does the artist. His genius steps lightly over the airy masonry of reasoning which it has thrown across 
to the new standpoint. It is useless to demand from either artist or inventor an account of his steps.’ (p.79, taken 
from the Kinematics of machinery by F. Reuleaux, 1876.) The subjective side of geometry is hardly surprising, 
nevertheless, it is still worth noting. Also to be noted is the fact that the Renaissance rules of perspective were 
pioneered by artists, and only later taken up by mathematicians.
13  Noise and loudness, the feeling of claustrophobia, all sorts of hitherto undesirable feelings can make there 
way into an ever-changing sensitivity to beauty, or be mainstreamed into our experience of the world through our 
senses, despite Peter Fuller’s Questions of taste !
14  Such as Formless?
15  Such as those used for Bridgefoot, Adamstown and St. James’s.
16  Although software has clearly influenced style.
17  Human beings’ obsession with form may be at the root of all this. I find it useful to explore at least two 
disciplines on this concurrently; on the one hand a standard explication of how we might see Platonic form in 
all experience, such as John Sloan’s The Gist of Art and on the other, the geographer Jay Appleton’s texts on 
environmental psychology.
18  Morton, T. Ecology without nature.
19  Girot, C. Landscape: beyond the margins of vision.
20  Foley D. Dancing with nature, and The relationship between landscape representation and landscape 
design.
21  By augmented reality I am simply referring to the idea that by superimposing digital media on a view of 
the so-called real world that the view is enhanced. I am not distinguishing particular types of augmented reality. By 
the way, the tendency to dematerialise is not restricted to our time. Plato’s chora (or place) is considered by today’s 
scholars to have had almost no materialistic connotations. ‘It was conceived by Plato as a kind of ‘general place’ 
(locus generalis) where forms of things appear as images of eternal forms (ideas), not as a material substance from 
which things are produced.’ (Zaitsev p.541) Sounds a bit like the virtual, or perhaps even a painting!
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22  Langford, A. In transition, in Emerging landscapes, p.76.
23  Ibid. p.76.
24  Playfair, J. 1792.
25  The term porism is ‘an archaic type of mathematical proposition whose historic purpose is not entirely 
known’. Wolfram Mathworld.
26  I have developed this terminology in considering how to mainstream the reuse of secondary-raw-
materials.
27  Morton, T. pp.152-156.
28  The term rough aesthetic was first discussed with Jurgen Weidinger at the third practice research 
symposium, in London.
29  It has the qualities of brutal nature.
30  Just as Rothko’s paintings avoided the line, but always had margins, or transitions, or interfaces, then 
landscape drawings, even if they avoid the line, must have margins, transitions or interfaces in order for ideas to be 
translatable from drawing to reality, in spatial configurations.
31  See John Berger’s Ways of seeing  and Une autre facon de raconter.
32  Mid1500s to the present day. Perhaps since Villa D’Este?
33  See for example, Martin Seligman’s Learned optimism.
34  Elias, J. Naïve and sentimental poetry and, On the sublime: two essays translated with introduction and 
notes. 
35  Questions that were themselves changing the way I practised.
36  I mentored Philip Doran for his employment-based masters, which was part funded by Sustainable Energy 
Authority Ireland and part funded by my practice. At the same time I was coming to the end of TURAS, a five-year 
research project in the field of urban resilience, which involved more than 25 European partners and was funded by 
The European Commission under the FP7 programme.
37  I am conscious of the potentially autobiographical nature of this!
38  The so called ‘hedge schools’ transmitted Greek, Latin and bardic lore in an oral tradition during Penal 
Law times and later.
39  Originally meaning money lender, then a person who is acting in an under-handed way and now a fool or 
a messer.
40  A brief chronology might help to convince. Demesne landscapes designed in the English Landscape Style 
emerged from the late 1700s and were agricultural powerhouses peaking in the mid to late 1800s, with a major 
famine occurring in 1846-47, the Rising in 1916 and the Free State established in 1920. In the early twentieth 
century many ‘big houses’, as they were called, were simply abandoned by their owners, or destroyed by locals. 
It is not difficult to imagine how the first generations of the Free State harboured a grudge against the symbols of 
colonialism, which include the improved landscapes and walls of the demesnes. I know this to be the case from 
my life’s experience of meeting and talking with Irish people particularly in rural areas, whether as a landscape 
architect, or simply a neighbour, cousin or friend. Those first generations of the Free State came to formulate policy 
in relation to planning, infrastructure and urban design which determined the course of my profession through the 
twentieth century, so there is a direct effect which I feel personally as I practise landscape architecture in Ireland 
now.
41  Tucker, B. Jonathan Swift. p.73.
42  Ibid. p.69. (Isamu Noguchi suffered and blossomed for the same reason. I think that some of us seek this 
– we manufacture a dilemma of identification. Is it a catalyst for creativity?
43  Ibid. p.81.
44  Ibid. p.60.
45  Ibid. p.73.
46  Ibid. pp.62-77.
47  Ibid. pp.71-72.
48  Ibid. p.73.
49  Ibid. p106. I think I am like an Anglo-Irish, with a sense of alienation – having been critical of Dublin and 
Irishness for much of my life. I do not feel a strong sense of pride in my nationality.
50  Ibid. p107.
51  For an insight into midland Ireland of the 1930s to the 1950s see Memoir by John McGahern, one of my 
mother’s peers and neighbours.
52  Howley Hayes Architects and Dermot Foley Landscape Architects. Mountjoy Square Park - conservation 
plan and historic landscape study.
53  The demesne at Ballyfin, Co. Laois, was restored in 2010 by private owners.
54  I am transposing the term ‘historical sensation’, coined by Johan Huizinga and brought to my attention 
by fellow Adapt-r scholar Koen BroUeke during one of his Practice Research Symposium presentations in Ghent, 
to mean a sensation of immediate connection to the lives of other absent and unacquainted people, through my 
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experience of physical objects or spaces.
55  Specifically the demesnes themselves and not the style. Ironically, despite the historic trauma, the style is 
the accepted and dominate aesthetic, influencing much of our designed landscape, including parks, sports facilities, 
roads, business parks and other commercial land uses.
56  A state body responsible for redistributing farm land.
57  A state body responsible for, among other things, the preservation of built heritage.
58  Pallasmaa, J. in Trieb, M. (ed.) Spatial Recall. p.39. 
59  Dublin City Archaeologist Ruth Johnson.
60  The extent of which the city declined, or living standards suffered is debated by historians, but the 
nineteenth century was certainly not a period of glorious expansion.
61  Refer to John Sutherland’s use of circle (explicit and sef-contained, allowing free space and broadcast of 
trees) at Mountjoy Square, 1802.
62  See the EU construction and demolition waste protocol and guidelines 2018.
63  One of the very first landscape design books I bought (by mail-order!) was a book about Japanese garden 
design. Why was I so interested in this if it did not have some influence, at least subconciously? Why was my tutor 
Martin Hallinan so interested in it? He practised a fusion of Japanese and Irish tradition of working with stone and 
water, whereas I became obsessed with French and Catalan design. But now the Japanese influence is coming 
back to me through my interest in the selection and arranging of pieces of construction waste.
64  In conversation with Kazuiro Ishiyama May 2019.
65  Joyce, J., Finnegans Wake.
66  Joyce, J., The Dubliners.
67  Maybe, R., The ash and the beech.
68  Zaitsev (from p. 546) describes how the field (bounded land) can be considered the ‘epitome of the world’. 
This brings me back to the title of the first practice research symposium… Naïve and sentimental: to what extent do 
you believe you can change the world?
69  ‘Borrowed landscape’ is a term in landscape architecture which describes how a designer might exploit 
space beyond the site boundary by framing a view or repeating a material. The project reaches beyond the 
boundary. The word reach can be used to mean reaching out to attempt to get to a point, but it can also mean to 
actually get to that point. I use the word in the first way because the land beyond the site boundary is usually not 
under my control and so we use devices which are suggestive, or which rely on pre-existing elements beyond the 
boundary. At Rousham, however, follies are located on agricultural land which is outside the boundaries of the 
garden, and views to the follies contribute to the spatial and allegorical sequence of the garden.  
70  When discussing styles or aesthetic associated with modern day Great Britain, I use British for Victorian 
and subsequent periods. I use English for pre-Victorian periods.
71  The demesne landscapes of St.Anne’s, Raheny and Rockingham, Co.Roscommon are two important 
exceptions.
72  It was landscape architect Anton James, during the first Practice Research Symposium, who first made 
me aware of this when he saw the photographs that I had chosen to expalin my work and interests.
73  Including the urban design proposals, at the time unbuilt, for the ZAC Rive Gauche, his Art School at 
Place National, Paris. The Cite de la Musique at La Villette was so new to me when I saw it and I somehow couldn’t 
escape from the way in which building, street and park were integrated by the complex and twisting geometry of the 
elevation and the landscape plan.
74  For example, Dominique Perrault’s minimalist but sensual glazing systems and facades in the grimmy 
voids of Paris infrastructure-land, or more importantly, the skeleton of Jean Nouvel’s Fondation Cartier as it reacts 
with Lother Baumgarten’s botanic garden of weeds.
75  Exceptions to this include the Pantheon in Rome, especially when it rains, and a suite of Rothko paintings 
that I experienced on my own for several minutes during the early-1990s in what is now Tate Britain. 
76  During a period of commercial latency, these places take on a dynamic nature of their own.
77  My mother lived in the same region and went to school with the writer John McGahern. McGahern is 
renowned for his portrayal of 1950s life in the midlands of Ireland.
78  See Morton, T., Ecology without nature.
79  See McDonald, F, and Nix, J., Chaos at the Crossroads.
80  Rockingham, now known as Lough Key Forest Park, originally designed by John Sutherland, was the 
most significant demesne west of the River Shannon, until its demise in the early part of the twentieth century. 
I roamed and played there on childhood summer holidays, and have since carried out studies of the land in a 
professional capacity. Significant remnants of the designed landscape remain in tact.
81  See, for example, Boyd, p.34.
82  A detailed discussion of the urban-rural divide is outside the scope of this research, but I would like to note 
that it is a significant obstacle to proper planning, therefore, good landscape architecture in Ireland.
83  I work at the weekends and in the evening too!
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84  Hence the early research titles, Changing the world, and explorations such as Observing, intervening.
85  In fact, I read just a few days after writing this that Kandinsky described abstract art as transgressing the 
boundaries within which the time would like to confine it, and so forecasts the content of the future. See Kandinsky 
p.133.
86  Calduch, J. Nature as a work of art.
87  See Pye, D. 1978. The nature and aesthetics of design. Pye’s main argument (In Thompson), clear and 
undeniable as far as I am concerned, is nevertheless a little too abrupt. The needs of a human being are now 
recognised as ever more complex, nuanced and wide-ranging, and perhaps since 1978 we have come some way 
in our understanding of these needs. Pye, for example writes that graphic design has nothing to do with access 
(he cites use, economy and access as the three basic requirements that useful design might serve). Well, if he 
would have been willing to include way-finding, then of course graphic design could be extremely useful in terms 
of accessibility. Apart from that, Thompson’s analysis, such as whether or not modernists pulled the wool over our 
eyes by denying the existence of uselessness in their work is not of interest to me.)
88  Here I refer in part to Pye’s ‘better part of workmanship’, the useless half of the construction operations 
(required in our case to materialise the designed landscape).
89  I discuss elsewhere that the debate on aesthetics, ecology and usefulness in landscape architecture goes 
back at least to the late 1700s (arguably with antecedence from the early 1500s) and is not a phenomenon solely of 
the post Second World War period.
90  See https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/eu-construction-and-demolition-waste-protocol-0_en. Accessed 
17th May 2019.
91  I use the word Anthropocenic to mean of the Anthropocene, or human-made. I don’t mean to use the word 
Anthropocentric, which describes the concept of, or belief in the notion of the Anthropocene.
92  See Mabey, R., The ash and the beech.
93  Very briefly, Simon has a German father and a Venezuelan mother, grew up in Caracas, and has been 
trained as an architect.
94  Fuller, P., Questions of taste, in Images of God. The consolations of lost illusions. 
95  On legibility and comprehension see for example the substantial body of research by Rachel Kaplan and 
Stephen Kaplan, including The experience of nature: a psychological perspective.
96  Ivins, W. p.11.
97  I had witnessed with great interest her explanation of the project as a Rosa Barba finalist.
98  Comment from Prof. SueAnne Ware during the second practice research symposium.
99  Ivins, W. Art & Geometry. pp. 13-14.
100  Zaitsev, E. p.522.
101  Ibid. p.527.
102  Ibid. p.529.
103  Ibid. p.532.
104  An idea that I have developed for a particular design studio at University College Dublin.
105  Zaitsev, E. p. 532.
106  Bloye, N. p.17.
107  Ibid. p.154.
108  Ibid. p.178.
109  Ibid. p.180.
110  Ibid. p.43.
111  Ibid. pp.53-54.
112  Ibid. p.95. My underlining.
113  I use the term small imperfections in teaching design studio.
114  There are many ways of twisting this polarity – we can say the Baroque is brute topography, and the 
English Landscape Style is the idealized. We can, in fact go around in circles, simply swapping the tags of prosaic 
and ideal. One thing is certain, though, the English Landscape Style allowed for a wider range within which a 
satisfactory spatial composition could be achieved, where in the Baroque, that range is very much constricted. With 
that in mind I think that it is safe to say that the English style is the more pragmatic of the two, and that idealism is 
restricted to the allegorical qualities of the statuary or architectural features. (William Kent, during Newton’s time, 
and Bloye’s reference on p.155 to ‘the continuation of Newtonian geometry in Britain when it is considered outside 
of the shadow of the calculus which dominates the historical view of geometrical development of the 18th century.’ Is 
she saying here that Britain charted its own course (hence the evolution of novel and innovative cultural expression 
of for example Rousham the)? (On this, Newton was secretive about his work, and his thinking of the mid 1660s 
was only published in 1711 (see Bloye p159) around the time Kent was designing Rousham….look at the date for 
Kent’s ‘nature abhors a straight line’)
115  Ferrater, B. p.7.
116  The Red Books were discussed with Tom Holbrook with regard to exploring alternatives to static 
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presentation.
117  Paul Virilio reminds us time and again of the inherency of the accident within technology. See for example 
A landscape of events. Refer also to Barry Le Va’s ‘Accumulated Vision’ in Maizels, M.
118  By ground I mean the ground, the noun. I do not use the word as a verb.
119  We know that it is not dumb at all.
120  Chaos, entropy, the idea that everything is subject to change.
121  Refer to my essay The relationship between landscape representation and landscape design. In The 
journal of architecture. Vol.17 no.1.
122  As a member of the panel, Prof. Jurgen Weidinger recognised this during my presentation at the Practice 
Reseach Symposium in London.
123  Kung, M. p.6.
124  An early education not shared by for example, Newton (Bloye, p.54 and p.102) . It is equally exciting to 
think of how the English Landscape Style is directly related to Newton’s dislike of Cartesian methods, his position 
that all species of curves should be allowed in the definition of geometry, and his conception of motion in geometry, 
mobility, or motion in the line…time.
125  Zaitsev, E. p.527.
126  Zaitsev, E. p.532. A piece of land situated between natural boundaries such as rivers and regular limits 
imposed by the centuriation (a quadrangular grid of artificial boundaries) is not real estate.
127  I say force because there had been (and still is) a tendency in the office to repeatedly use a cranked, 
angular typology of line.
128  Edwards, B. Drawing on the right side of the brain. Edwards promotes the upside drawing technique 
as one of the ways in which we can escape the left hand side of our brains’ tendency to symbolize, name and 
categorise. Edwards, however, does not address the abstract medium of plan drawing. Her discussion is contained 
within the pictorial mode of drawing. If the plan drawing is a strategy, and human beings have varying ability to 
comprehend strategy, and conversely if the perspective drawing is an effect or detail, and human beings have 
varying ability to conceive of effect or detail, then it follows that both drawings are required, and it also follows that 
the sequence of making such drawings is determined by our temperament and also that the way in which such 
drawings are received or creatively read by others is determined by their temperament.
129  Ibid.
130  Keeney, G. 2000. The language of the world. Path one: geometrism, in On the nature of things.
131  Lloyd Thomas, K. 2001. Lines in practice: thinking architectural representation through feminist critiques 
of geometry, in Geography Research Forum Vol 21 pp 57-76. ..... although I don’t fully accept her argument, in that 
there always remains room for the good builders to distinguish themselves from the not-so-good. 
132  Zaitsev, E. pp. 538-539.
133  Bloye, N. p.117.
134  Such as An apple a day keeps the doctor away, which means keep an eye on your diet.
135  The practice is a practice of many people.
136  Contrapuntal implies that the new way of working goes on along side the old way of working.
137  For example, in the last sentence of her book, Grainne Hassett uses the word dance. I used the same 
word in a similar way in my essay Dancing with nature. Her book was published in 2009. I was writing my essay in 
2009-2010, unaware of her publication!
138  Or another example – Bernard Tschumi (Parc de la Villette had a huge impact on me) in the review of the 
work of Barry Le Va.
139  Hassett, G. 2009. The necessary contract.
140  Weidinger, J, (ed.) Designing knowledge. p.47.
141  Perhaps even this is a contribution to knowledge.
142  In conversation with Annacaterina Piras.
143  The idea what is not drawn is taken from Piet Oudolf’s review of his own drawings, brought to my attention 
by Marti Franch.
144  In conservation with Marti Franch.
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5PROLOGUE
‘The friction between the spatial signifiers and signifieds – the tension between measuring devices and a world 
that they fail to measure predictably – enabled Le Va to stimulate a visual splintering in which percepts layered 
and fractured on top of one another. The result is in Le Va’s terms an Accumulated Vision…’ 1
Michael Maizels
The research material is presented in two books, of which this is Book 2. Book 2 is designed to further illuminate 
the context within which the main argument, as substantiated in Book 1, is made. Book 2 contains three ‘creative 
readings’: photographs of selected work from our practice, a reading of our practice drawings and a series of notes 
written while reading texts by others. 2 
The first creative reading is included here simply to illustrate projects that we have designed, without necessarily 
referring to the research question(s). The second creative reading is a review of selected drawings from our practice,  
number of which are included and described in Book 1. The third creative reading is a literature review. All three 
readings give some insight into my community of practice, mentors, peers and heroes. I contextualise the literature 
review with notes as they were written at the time of reading. I am indebted to the authors of the texts that I have 
selected. I may have misinterpreted their texts and I have certainly manipulated them to suit my needs, but most 
importantly, in reading all of them during a relatively short and intense period, sometimes simultaneously I have 
been able to generate a creative process of hybridisation, reflection and understanding of my own work. I am also 
indebted to friends, colleagues and students who recommended texts to me.
Because the notes from the readings are left more or less as they were written during the readings, and in case 
they seem a little disjointed, I have included sub-titles along side the text as succinct indicators of the relevance 
of the readings to the main argument in Book 1. I hope that these indicators help to re-orientate towards the main 
argument.
I must also acknowledge that a small number of the sources have been used by me indirectly through Ian 
Thompson’s Rethinking landscape: a critical reader.
Finally, Book 2, is an explanatory or supporting document to Book 1 and consequently may seem less significant 
than Book 1 but it is bound inextricably to Book 1 as its ghost or shadow. 
As with Book 1, on the following pages I use ‘quotation marks and italics’ for quotations from other sources, and 
italics only for words or terms of my own, or in general use, which I wish to emphasise. I use bold text for the 
names of my practice projects, each of which I have abbreviated to one word. Where possible or relevant, in relation 
to my colleagues in the practice, I name the person, or persons directly involved when referring to particular 
drawings, photos or activities. Plan drawings are not necessarily reproduced to scale. Images have been made by me 
or the practice, unless otherwise credited.
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CREATIVE READING - OF OUR BUILT WORK
Photographs of our built work are included here simply as a record, which stands alone from the research 
question(s), but also provides hints as to my community of practice and influences. The photographs document 
our work from 2004 to 2019.  From time to time, as I was working on these projects, I had in mind projects by 
practitioners whom I admired, such as Agence Ter, Dan Kiley, Peter Latz, Dani Karavan, Michael Van Valkenburgh, 
Kienast Vogt.
I hope to express a certain anonymity in the work - much of it is a straight forward exercise in trying to understand 
materials - plants, stone, soil, rain. After that people occupy the spaces.
The early work by Kienast Vogt (now Vogt Landschaftsarchitekten) is a very strong influence, but mainly through 
their publications and not because I had visited many of their projects. Their projects, as a series of studies in 
materials, and then published as a substantial and alluring body of work through black and white photography, is 
an important entry in our modest office library. I was also somehow in awe of everything Swiss. It seemed to exude 
quality and durability, and the kind of engineering that I had noticed at the great Baroque gardens.
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2
CREATIVE READING - OF OUR DRAWINGS
Analysing plan drawings
In this chapter I illustrate the analysis of our drawings which I carried out in advance of the fourth Practice 
Research Symposium. At the symposium the drawings were exhibited throughout the room on trace paper and 
clustered roughly in accordance with chronologies. Here the drawings are presented in terms of how I feel they 
reflect fascinations such as boundaries. Then I place them in sequence to express how methods evolve over time.
General strategies for employing composition
In order to compare and tease out sometimes subtle differences in method, I have reduced landscape plans, from 29 
of our projects, to line drawings, all of which have the same quality of line. In doing this I can illustrate some of the 
strategies which I use to employ geometry. These include:
Scattering trees ‘randomly’ (broadcasting, distribution) across a formal plan of lines and edges CIDP.
Repeating a module with a variety of rules to achieve holism in a space which is constricted or too small Howth.
Offset to change the view point and subtly modify the perspective Acorn.
Dispersal into a landscape or context beyond the immediate brief or site Curragh.
Using a universal (Platonic) shape to achieve more complexity of effect in three dimensions Adamstown, CIDP.
Interstitial spaces in the negative, by forcing very strong geometry in the positive Riverside.
Using apparently random sequences of lines to arrive at a near-pattern in horizontal planes that are enclosed by 
structures or geometries that I cannot influence Eblana.
Using colour or surface change, pattern, where three dimensional change cannot occur due to intense functional 
requirements Monaghan.
Shaking to adjust to reality (deformability) Kingston.
Using imperfections to allow uses to spill out from one space to another Bridgefoot.
More particular types of composition
In addition to the general strategies of employing geometry, as listed above, it is also possible to see composition 
in plan as more specific in character. The plan  for Bridgefoot is an example of what Marc Trieb would call 
centrifugal, pushing outwards from a (not quite) centrally located mound. The plan for the proposed park embraces 
the urban setting and the immediate physical environment, rather than enclosing and isolating itself. It does this, 
I believe, in part because the people that we shared time and creative energy with during consultation and as the 
design emerged were, for the most part, people who lived or worked in the immediate vicinity. The design for the 
park pushes out from the proposed mound, into their domain, centres itself within their domain, their domestic, 
day-to-day curtilage. There is a second reason for its composition being centrifugal. Where often an open space 
turns in on itself, the surrounding urban fabric at Bridgefoot is so weak in terms of conventional signifiers such as 
enclosure, landmark, homogeneity and so on, that it somehow had to be addressed by the composition of the park. 
It is as if it is easier to turn away from surrounding urban fabric when that fabric is complete or  harmonious.
Drawings other than plan
In addition to comparing or grouping plans, I drew new drawings for certain projects in bird’s eye perspective and 
eye-level perspective, in order to further analyse individual plans. I illustrate these drawings in the following pages 
also, sometimes grouped without the plans and sometimes with their respective plans to illustrate the difference 
between strategy (plan) and effect (perspective).
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PLANS
Examples of plans exhibited at the fourth Practice Research Symposium 
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PLANS and BOUNDARIES
Examples of plans which reflect a fascination with boundaries (Qingpu, 
Howth, Bridgefoot)
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2004
2012
2017
2002
PLANS in CHRONOLOGIES
Four examples of chronologies (2002 to 2017): trapezoidal (Monaghan, below left, 
Riverside, below right), grid (Howth, above left), new geometries (Bridgefoot, above right) 
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2004
2008
2002
2006
PLANS - CHRONOLOGY A
A sequence of projects that use a similar type of trapezoidal geometry, ending 
with St.Michael’s which evolves the chronology towards an orthoganal grid 
(Monaghan 2002, Riverside 2004, Eblana 2006, St.Michael’s 2008).
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2012
2004
2008
PLANS - CHRONOLOGY B
A sequence of projects that use a similar type of sinuous, eliptical, parabolic 
geometry, starting with Mellowes (classically post-modern) ending with 
Knockrabo which develops a slightly discordant plan and is a type of 
distribution of parts (Mellowes 2004, Oltretorrente 2008, Knockrabo 2012).
45
2007
2012
2008
PLANS - CHRONOLOGY C
A sequence of projects that use a grid, starting with Airlie which has a 
fragmented and cranked grid, ending with Howth which as a fragmented but 
not cranked grid. Howth is fully orthogonal. (Airlie 2007, St.Michael’s 2008, 
Howth 2012).
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2015
2017
PLANS - CHRONOLOGY D
A sequence of projects that use dispersed geometry, linked to or evolving from 
Chronology B,  to address a wider more open landscape context (Curragh, 
2015, Punchestown 2017).
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PLANS - DISTRIBUTION
A method of geometry, whereby elements are distributed, broadcast, having 
a slighly remote relationship, with a substantial negative (Tullamore above, 
Knockrabo below).
PLANS - DISPERSAL
A method of geometry, whereby elements are dispersed outwardly to a more 
open landscape context, from a relatively tight-knit core or cores of spaces, 
with the negative increasing at the outskirts (Curragh).
48
PLANS - MODULE
A method of geometry, whereby relatively simple modules are used on a grid 
to create realtive complex spaces (Howth). In this case small imperfections 
are also exploited from the boundary which is not orthogonal.
PLANS - OFFSET
Lines are offset in order to acheive a balance in composition which is 
determined by, but spatially overcomes, site constriants (Seafield left, 
Kingston right).
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PLANS - PATTERN
A pattern is used to overome extreme constraints on projects where little 
or no three dimensional options are available. The pattern can be texture 
and colour, which provides a higher level of complexity than colour alone.  
(Monaghan).
PLANS - UNIVERSAL FORM 
Relatively complex, very useful and spatially interesting geometry using 
simple platonic forms (CIDP left, Tandy right).
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PLANS - INTERSTITIAL
A distribution of positive elements brings about a complex negative space or 
matrix of interstitial spaces which can become the most important series of 
spaces in the project (CIDP below, Riverside right).
PLANS - IMPERFECTION
Geometry is mixed and remixed to express the possibility of small 
imperfections, to allow for change during the design, procurement and 
building process (Bridgefoot, below).
PLANS - DEFORMABILITY
The flexible plan geometry is ‘shaken’ over many iterations, to shift from a 
pure grid, to a fragmented grid which is offset, cranked, subtracted from and 
deformed to respond to site and programme constraints (Kingston below).
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PLANS - FIGURE GROUND
Positive and negative, the important of interstitial space. CIDP (above right), 
Bridgefoot (below right), Riverside (above left), Howth (below left).
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BIRD’S-EYE VIEWS
To illustrate that particular (sometimes strict) geometry, when broadcast 
with trees, and/or given depth, takes on a secondary spatial role. CIDP 
(above), Riverside (centre), Bridgefoot (below).
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PLAN
BIRD’S-EYE
PERSPECTIVE
Understanding the effect of plan geometry in three dimensions. Trapezoidal 
plan geometry works with orthogonal elevational geometry. Riverside.
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3
CREATIVE READING - OF TEXTS BY OTHERS
As I read all of these texts, some recommended by colleagues or students, some found through generation after 
generation of research, embedded within and again within layers of texts and readings, or some texts that I wanted 
to read for decades, I find myself delighted and little disgruntled that many if not all of the instinctual findings that I 
had laid out in PRS 4 had been described or touched-on somewhere else along the line ……… often by critics in their 
descriptions of practitioners’ work, or in their summations of descriptions by the practitioners themselves, people 
like Barry Le Va, Kindinsky for example. This is important because it somehow makes me think more and more 
about my fascinations - with boundary or border for example - as determining factors in my work. This process of 
intense reading has brought me closer to my ‘unique’ personal take on things, despite the universal or shared nature 
of thinking, practising, experiencing and learning. The reading helps me to make sense of our work, and to put into 
words what I had been trying to communicate during PRS presentations.
I read a lot of the books interchangeably, concurrently, rather than in a logical sequence. I believe that this had the 
effect of emphasising the importance of certain phrases or passages within the books, by virtue of the fact that they 
may have been read immediately after a particular phrase of passage in another book. I found this to be, far from 
confusing, a refreshing way of reviewing literature. It allowed me to navigate what would have otherwise been too 
broad an ocean.
The most intense period of creative reading specifically for this research began around the time I gave a lecture at 
Versailles ENSP. In the run up to the lecture, which was delivered in early January 2018 I had begun to consider 
a contribution to knowledge. After the lecture and spurred on by one of the landscape architecture students who 
mentioned Kandinsky’s theories I spent several months reading. By the time, around May 2018, I had reached 
Maizels, Lloyd Thomas and Morton I had really started to understand a possible direction and focus for my research 
which would enable me to present some aspect of our practice as a contribution to the discipline. I continued to 
dip in and out of texts until finally during the several weeks prior to delivering a lecture at Arnolab May 2019 in 
Florence I had settled on the final format for the expression of the research questions and the contribution.
The creative reading process is a process of reading texts by others which facilitate a reflection on the work that we 
are doing in the practice, and stimulated, or spurred into action by the uncomfortable but fruitful necessity to talk 
to an audience about our work (Versailles ENSP and Arnolab Florence), a distillation is arrived at which allows me 
to express ever more succinctly the work, and as a consequence the research question and the contribution. The 
invitations to talk about our work are the necessary vehicle through which the research gains its expression. A multi-
layered creative reading.
And so the research concludes for me within a few moments after having described our work to a small audience at 
Arnolab 2019, during which I receive welcome and unexpected reaction to our work, from a Japanese photographer, 
and a Japanese florist, both of whom independently comment that the way I have described the work is similar to the 
Japanese tradition of landscape design in working directly with materials. This brief and casual interaction affirms 
many facets of my work, my colleagues’ work, our way of thinking and our efforts to venture in practice.
56
17th December 2017
Possible title for the Versailles ENSP lecture??:
From where do the lines come? – a personal study of geometry in landscape architecture.
Some notes on back story….....
During my early years of study as an undergraduate in Dublin I was frustrated by the lack of innovation and a 
generation who seemed locked into the Victorian aesthetic which we had inherited from the British. Of course a 
lot has changed since then, in Dublin as well as Britain, but at the time I looked to France, Spain, Germany, USA 
and elsewhere for inspiration. That’s to say that the projects from which I drew inspiration were projects which 
I had not visited. The landscapes in Ireland, to which I had access and which played a role in my formation were 
not, for the most part, designed landscapes. By my mid-twenties I was able to visit designed landscapes in France 
and Catalunya, both historic and contemporary. These included the baroque as well as those of Miralles, Gali, 
Chemetoff, Tschumi, Corajoud, Clement and so on.
A quote which relates to tradition….....
Juhani Pallasmaa writes,….’Only works that are in vital and respectful dialogue with their past possess the mental 
capacity to survive time and stimulate viewers, listeners, readers and occupants in the future.’ (Is this why Isamu 
Noguchi seems so strong for me?) Pallasmaa argues that newness is not an attribute of authentic art or architecture, 
in fact authentic art and architecture addresses its predecessors, not a future audience.…(Spatial Recall (ed. Marc 
Trieb) p.29). This means tradition – in Ireland architects have found their tradition, ironically by looking to the 
vernacular which was architect-less. Nevertheless there are new buildings being designed that, according to the 
critics, have an Irishness about them. What is the tradition in landscape architecture? Who are the predecessors 
to whom I must address myself through my work? Can I find it in the Irish landscape or will it be discovered in an 
international array of practitioners (perhaps some Irish, but most not).
An idea…….
We recognise the two main approaches to landscape design as distinct: the ecological and the formalist. Some 
landscape designers even fight over the correct approach – designing with nature (to borrow from McHarg, but 
to recognise many instrumental players at least as far back as Uvedale Price), or making form (to reduce  it to its 
crudest). Exploiting process, or using geometry. But these approaches are not mutually exclusive. There are, on 
the one hand, processes which give rise to geometry, or at least can be described by geometry, even if they do not 
appear to be geometric. The distribution of trees for example, as they emerge from a meadow, during the process 
of regeneration. Each tree is a point. The points form lines, so that when we look at the trees as they emerge we 
recognise patterns, distribution, minimum distances, maximum distances, average intervals. Are there, on the other 
hand, geometries that give rise to processes? If I dig a series of trenches to drain land prior to afforestation, I will 
certainly create conditions for certain species and, therefore, certain colours and textures to appear in a procedural 
manner.
21st January 2018
These notes are being developed independently (at least they are being written independently but they are probably 
being conceived interdependently), based on thoughts and readings that I have being engaging with since PRS 
4 as my research questions seem to be settling down. As the PhD progresses I have moved from question to 
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question, slowly uncovering more and more focused and hopefully useful questions. I find myself now, after having 
honed my research for the Versailles ENSP talk, starting to address the issue of aesthetics. The question might be 
something along these lines: In relation to geometry and the geometric in my work, how can I better understand 
the role of aesthetics so that I can discuss, defend (and make more relevant to the audience) my work. The reason 
that this question is emerging is mainly to do with the polemic central to form-making and process-taking (my 
stab at describing the school of Uvedale Price, Ian McHarg and others), a simple reduction of the modern (post-
Renaissance) history of landscape design. During my lecture at Versailles I was able to hold together two images 
which I argued summed up the modern history of landscape design, at least since the Baroque, and perhaps since 
the Renaissance.
The aesthetic realm is where the most devastating arguments take place, where an insidious scepticism abounds. If 
doubts are raised regarding the aesthetics of a proposal and are then left unaddressed they usually bring about the 
downfall of the project. It may not, however, be necessary to address them head-on. It is possible that they can be 
addressed through an informative, lively and explicit exposition of my working method….. in order to answer the 
un-articulated questions (on the aesthetics of the proposal) that everyone has. By drawing and presenting my body 
of work with simple line drawings and describing them as chronologies and methods, using carefully selected words 
I have already been able to convince some commissioning teams or individuals of the richness and meaning of the 
landscape design process. In fact it is quite extraordinary how certain words influence the path of a project, deflect 
it, push it off course….. words that are used in opposition to each other, when in fact with a little consideration 
would not be used as opposites. We find examples even in texts such as Heyden Herrera’s Listening to stone, the 
art and life of Isamu Noguchi. ‘Already at this early date, Noguchi was drawn to the contrast between geometric 
and organic shapes.’ (p77) Now, if you look at the painting that is printed on the same page of that book, you might 
conclude that what the author means is the contrast between the angular lines and the arcs or the sinuous lines in 
the composition, not the geometric versus the organic. But taken out of context these words, geometric and organic, 
have come to mean all sorts of opposites – the contrast between artificial and natural, the contrast between male 
and female, the contrast between aggression and passiveness, the contrast between modern and traditional, the 
contrast between young and old……none of which are particularly helpful when it comes to nuanced discussion of 
the merits of a given landscape design or drawing.
5th Feb 2018:
After I delivered my lecture at Versailles ENSP a student recommended Wassily Kandinsky’s Point and line to 
plane. Up to this time I had been staying away from analysis of composition for canvas. Perhaps I felt that lessons 
from painting are not lessons from landscape architecture. Nevertheless, here are excerpts of what he wrote: 
…………… ‘the new science of art would require research of a ‘pure’ science nature – a non or extra-utilitarian 
urge to know, as well as research of a ‘practical’ science nature – the need to balance intuition and calculation.’ I 
recently designed a studio teaching module which I call Design as opportunism and deliberation.
‘The content of a work of art finds its expression in the composition: that is, in the sum of the tensions inwardly 
organised for the work.’ (p33). Kandinsky explains that elements have inward tension. (At this stage he has not 
mentioned the tension that can be created by the composition of elements in relation to each other.) He writes 
of inward tension as if it is not material. That it is spiritual. We could say though, surely, that human beings 
can recognise tension between elements, in a material way? And we could say that we recognise this tension in 
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something we fall upon in nature as well as something we observe in a painting. Kandinsky goes on to describe 
nature’s ‘unmixed realm, where accumulations of points occurs frequently…. These nature forms are in reality 
small space particles and carry the same relationship to the abstract (geometric) point as to the pictorial.’ (p38) 
‘These are complexes of geometric points which, in various configurations determined by physical laws, float in 
geometric infinity.’ (p39) During the course of my research, using regeneration of oak across a former meadow, I 
had discovered that which could be described by geometry (as opposed to that which was geometric or geometrical) 
in nature, but Kandinsky seems to suggest that there is a link to the aesthetic by using the word pictorial. He also 
uses the word geometric, where I would use the word geometry. He evokes grains of sand and poppy seeds to 
illustrate what he means by points, but he describes the poppy seed-head itself also as a somewhat large point. 
In doing so, he leaves the size and extent of the point open for discussion, and in that sense my reading of the 
distribution of oak trees, brought about by jays establishing stockpiles of acorns, is a valid example of his schema 
(i.e. scientific reasoning, or, model). The trees are, as I have already illustrated, points. (I discussed distribution at 
PRS3 and I refer to it as one of the working methods – others are described in Book 1 and illustrated in the second 
section of this document.)
With line, Kandinsky introduces force (or tension) as well as direction, whereas in the case of the oak trees I had 
perceived the line as a more passive phenomenon, which simply existed (invisibly) by virtue of two or more trees 
(points) emerging from the meadow. External forces, forces from without, transform the point into a line. ‘The 
elements of painting are material results of movement in the form: 1. of the tension, and 2. of the direction.’ 
(p58) This sentence makes me think of the analogous nature of painting with respect to landscape design. In 
landscape design we make a plan drawing which governs to a large degree how a person will experience (a new) 
world pictorially or perspectively, but only if/when the project is constructed. In painting the elements are placed 
in such a way as they might create a world of space (and time), through tension and direction, to which the viewer 
responds emotionally and cognitively in imagining a new world. It is important to be vigilant here, however, and to 
understand that this remains an analogy. The plan drawing in landscape architecture is a means to an end and can 
never express what a picture would.
In discussing the fundamental types of line Kandinsky again triggers, for me, a reflection on the use of the grid 
or the combination of orthogonal lines in the plan drawing. I find myself wondering, if we see plan drawings as 
paintings, if our tools of perception are based on pictorial experience, and if we do not have a different or specific 
set of tools when it comes to looking at plan drawings, then his analysis of line types is more relevant than I would 
have initially considered. Similarly, his description of the angular line and its inclination to ‘conquest the plane’, 
(p70-71) is for me a retrospective on the plans for projects such as Riverside. In the final section of the book 
Kandinsky tackles the ‘basic plane’ and at this stage we can see the departure from painting that we must encourage 
as landscape architects. In fact I often encourage my students to experiment with format when printing to ensure 
that the characteristics and the requirements of their work (the landscapes that they are drawing) are given 
precedent over the frame that comes with printing. The graphic exercise of sheet layout or exhibition design is quite 
a different skill. ‘Above, below, lightness, density, climbing and other carefully chosen words to describe the effects 
of location on the basic plane’ (p117), which are derived from our inescapable human interaction with the world 
through gravity, are absolutely related to graphics and have little if anything to do with orthographic projections 
such as landscape plans. In landscape architecture, when presenting projects on boards, or designing a page layout 
for a report or book, we can exploit composition to manipulate the viewer’s eye and to emphasise certain types of 
data, but we cannot use these techniques to compose the subject matter of the landscape plan itself. (Hence the title 
of PRS5 ‘North to the Top’.) Having analysed the ‘basic plane’, Kandinsky introduces the ideas of ‘the approach 
of a form to the border’ (p123) and ‘certain forces of resistance …… upon approaching each of the four borders’ 
Plan, perspective, picture
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(122). For me this is an important moment in my reading of his book. In relation to the approach of a form to the 
border I can take a direct cue here (i.e. this seems to be an example of where one aspect of his schema has direct 
relevance to the landscape plan) when I think of the Howth project and the tension, in the landscape plan, between 
the orthogonal layout derived from the grid of the house and the deviation from that layout along the naturally 
occurring property boundaries, which although initially seemed square, were proven to be one or two degrees off 
once the topographical survey was carried out. The result was a secondary border (boundary), or more precisely, 
a series of elements which hinted at a secondary boundary. These elements were used judiciously to resolve weak 
points at the boundary, without lining the entire boundary or using the available budget needlessly. Furthermore, 
some of the elements were designed to turn in at 90 degrees to the boundary and/or were placed well inside the 
boundary. It is important to note though that I cannot take a second cue from the idea of forces of resistance 
because Kandinsky specifically designates different forces to the bottom, top, left and right borders of the ‘basic 
plane’ (or the four sides of the frame of a picture).
From time to time Kandinsky situates his argument in a wider discussion on culture, nature, society and history. 
On nature, he makes a brief foray into the ways in which line can be found, either in structures of a clear, exact and 
geometric nature (spiders web) or in free nature, loose lines and loose structure which reveal no exact geometric 
structure (ligament tissue of a rat, blossom of a clematis). (p106) Regarding the latter, however, he is careful to 
observe that they do not exclude the fixed or exact, but employ them in a different manner. For me this parallels 
my distinction between that which appears to be geometric (Riverside) and that which does not but which, 
nevertheless, can be described by geometry (oaks in the meadow in France).
In a section almost tailor-made for this type of PhD he summarises the relationship between the ‘pure form 
question in art’ and ‘cultural forms’, the effect that the zeitgeist has on art. (p132–134) It is impossible for me to 
comprehend precisely what he meant when he wrote culture, or today or his time, but he seems to assume artistic 
movements as being global, or at least globally comprehensible. I struggle to situate my practice in a particularly 
Irish time and culture, and am instead drawn to this global idea of landscape architecture, although I know and 
can describe certain types of Irishness. Perhaps the question for me is to what extent my practice is influenced by 
being situated in Dublin, and to what extent do I draw from global, or exotic cultures. To what extent is the pure 
form of my work related to cultural forms of the day, Irish, or exotic, or truly global (meaning Irish and exotic)? 
And then there is the more interesting question for me - to what extent can I draw from foreign cultures which 
are to some degree familiar to me and within the parameters of which I feel comfortable working? In other words 
there are exotic influences which just seem too exotic to make sense for me in landscape design in Ireland. Lets see 
what Kandinsky has to say…. ‘attempts to explain art on geographic, economic, political or other purely ‘positive’ 
grounds can never be conclusive’… … ‘positive’ conditions play a subordinate role….(p134) Hence the individual 
nature of the work and the aesthetic qualities are primary.
In the final few pages of the book Kandinsky describes further effects of placing plane upon plane (his diagrams here 
resonate with the way I draw landscape plans), and described the almost magnetic effects of the boundary. (Again I 
am reminded of how misleading the plan drawing is if it is seen pictorially, and perhaps we should rotate our plans 
or show them on different formats with different amounts of space around them….or not show them at all, or always 
start with perspective drawings to show effects that we want to achieve and then show the plan to summarise….
having shown the effects the plan might then be accepted…...this is important for my practice….the plan should be 
the last drawing made….. can we stop drawing the plan first? Do other practitioners do this…what about Downsview 
the….is there an Irish tradition which does this, or a Japanese tradition, or a medieval tradition….?
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Kandinsky concludes by stating the goal of theory… ‘the goal of a theoretical investigation is 1. to find the living 
2. to make its pulsation perceptible, and 3. to determine wherein the living conforms to law.’ (p145) For him, the 
pulsation is made perceptible when the spatiality emerges from the composition and the ‘basic plane’ disappears – 
when the plane is dematerialised. In the early 1990s I experienced Rothko’s paintings in one room at the Tate (now 
Tate Britain) on my own for several minutes and did indeed see them slowly pulsating to use Kandinsky’s word. 
Rothko achieved what Kandinsky calls the dematerialisation of the plane.
Even though he is concerned with the pictorial, I find Kandinsky’s book useful because his objective is to reveal basic 
phenomena such as the ‘proto-element of painting’ (the point). (p32) He wishes, through systematic work, to create 
a ‘theory of composition’ (by generating first a ‘dictionary’, then a ‘grammar’) (p82) and yet, despite diagramming 
a number of his paintings in the appendix, he does not include a definitive, comprehensive or even singular 
description or explanation of any one particular composition.
Two side notes…. Kandinsky touches on lithographics in a way which makes me curious as to how he would have 
seen computer software. Although he uses examples of curved lines under or above straight lines, at no point in the 
book do we see the combination of straight line and curve (to make one line) as we would find, say, in Enric Miralles’ 
work. He allows for this eventuality, however, in terms of his ‘dictionary of a living language’. (p84) Importantly, 
when distinguishing other creative practices from painting, he tends to describe poetry, music and dance separately, 
while coupling sculpture and architecture, thereby giving a landscape architect the clearest indication as to the 
indirect relevance of his schema, or, in other words the remove from painting to the three and four dimensional arts. 
Point and line to plane is an illuminating example of a practitioner, while conceding that he is not always conscious 
of what he is doing (footnote 1, p129),, laying out a meaningful and utilitarian theory of practice.
What does all of this Kandinsky theory and analysis mean for a landscape architect…??
Well …… I remind myself, students and younger landscape architects in my office that we do not need to achieve 
balance and harmony in the plan, as if it is a canvas.* We do not have a frame (bounded plane), as a painting does. 
We do have the size, format and limits of a piece of paper when we draw by hand or when we print from a computer, 
but this is a function of a particular scale, and should have little (possibly nothing) to do with the composition of 
the project as it would be seen in reality after construction. It is a fact that we draw within the frame of the monitor 
or the edges of the paper, but using the monitor we can zoom in and out, rendering the frame less important. We 
can draw a plan that may seem discordant, inharmonious, lacking in balance, and still know that the constructed 
project will work and will feel correct. This lack of harmony or balance may be in relation to the frame, or it may be 
a characteristic of the various relationships within the plan drawing, between different elements. Seeking harmony 
or balance within a plan for a landscape architecture project, therefore, can be a mistake. And yet I feel, reading 
Kandinsky’s book, that we are all, to a greater or lesser degree, composing plan drawings as if we were painters. This 
is not just aided by painters’ ability to compose for that which can be imagined beyond the frame. It lies within our 
training, both in society from an early age, and in formal design education. The first task assigned to me during my 
formal training in landscape design, that I recognised as a design task, was to compose a garden using white and 
black squares of paper.
(* Kandinsky ‘allows’ contrasts of an inharmonious character within a composition, which raises the work of art to a 
thing of the greatest harmony. (p97) )
Lexicon
Incongruity, dischord can 
work
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Matters of taste
8th Feb 2018
On aesthetics. I can, at best, describe what I admire, and what I admire belongs to all manner of practice from 
William Kent’s Rousham, to Dan Kiley’s Miller Garden to Calvert Vaux’s Prospect Park, to Le Notre’s Sceaux, to 
Katherine Gustafson’s Diana Memorial, to Capability Brown’s ‘finest view in England’ at Blenheim and so many 
other designed landscapes that embrace straight and/or serpentine lines. I never believed that ‘nature abhorred 
a straight line’, nor would I restrict my toolkit to the orthogonal. I have enjoyed endless walking in the Baroque 
garden as much as I have in the parks of eighteenth century England. I have the greatest of admiration for all of 
these practitioners. Aesthetics is subterfuge for cynical motives, of a political nature. Those who make statements of 
an absolute nature are doomed to employing prejudice in making those statements.* Nonetheless I can transcribe 
some key thoughts here, from key thinkers, simply to note the similarities. Taken from Ian Thompson’s Rethinking 
landscape, William Hogarth’s assertion that regularity, uniformity or symmetry please only as they serve to give 
the idea of fitness. (p39) In Line and point to plane, Kandinsky’s recommends that an analysis of the fate of lines 
in architecture would be an important art-scientific research task. He claims that for his epoch the subject of the 
research would be the ‘logically necessary restriction to the horizontal-vertical’. (p100) Polemical assertions such 
as Hogarth’s, that forms of most grace have least of the straight line in them, are, in the end, cul-de-sacs. (* To 
acknowledge Thompson he states as much with regard to Hogarth and recommends a more serious analysis in 
Edmund Burke.)
13th February 2018
In seeking to describe a new language in the landscape, Udo Weilacher (Between landscape architecture and land 
art) states the following: ‘Neither the constant, unreflective repetition of the classical vocabulary of the French 
Baroque garden or the English Landscape Garden nor the retreat to the purely functional means of expression 
of landscaping can be accepted as a contemporary form of dialogue between man and nature.’ (p9) Joining the 
likes of Fuller and Pye in their criticism of Modernism (both of whom I refer to elsewhere) Weilacher suggests that 
art is the vessel for a new language which will help overcome our contemporary environmental crisis. When I wrote 
Artifice in 2009 one of my objectives was to clearly position myself as a practitioner in a world which recognised 
the nuance and complexity of art (to practice in a way that offered function and usefulness, but embraced the 
messy and awkward side – what Fuller would call taste. If Weilacher thinks that we need a new language, then by 
extension, I take that to mean that we need a new aesthetic. Of course he clearly states that we need a non-verbal 
language, and hence a language that is even more expressive of an aesthetic. He cites two (let’s call them) modes of 
practice: constant, unreflective repetition of classical vocabulary (whether Baroque or English Landscape), retreat to 
purely functional means of expression. In doing so, however, he is leaving room for all of the practice that has gone 
on either in-between these modes or in ways which hybridise the modes. Without using words he is describing or 
bringing to mind all of the good work done by landscape architects over the last fifty or sixty years, all of the work 
done by practitioners which could be described as reflective repetition, or part functional, part something else. I am 
thinking for example of Kiley, Kienast, Vogt, Cramer, Latz, Simon, Tschumi, Gali, Chemetoff, Kinnear. I think our 
work in the practice entails reflection, repetition, use of classical vocabulary, partial function and other attributes. 
Leaving that aside, Weilacher goes on to summarise various art movements which are related to, or come under the 
umbrella of, Land Art, of which his description of Minimal Art reminds me of how I have been influenced: ‘Minimal 
Art…. returns to fundamental forms, orders and structures. These have a strong relationship to space…. ‘ (p11). He 
continues then to describe how materials themselves can convey meaning (again a theme I cover elsewhere in my 
discussion of usefulness and value) and then touches on geometry, characterising Land Art as ‘a language of forms 
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characterised by simple, often severe geometry’ (Kandinsky might call some of these violent, as in the angular line). 
(p19) At this point I am still in tune and can see the influences. But then comes an awkward (what I consider to be) 
change of direction with Weilacher’s symbolic meaning. I use the point, the line and other geometries, but never 
intentionally load them with symbolic meaning and am often ignorant of, or insensitive to, the meaning which they 
apparently carry and which is said to be rooted in the collective mind. At the same time though, I am fascinated with 
how Weilacher describes the appearance of pyramids in perspective (and photographs) (see my analysis of built 
projects through photograph and line drawing) and I cannot deny some sort of recognition on my part, felt while I 
am working and afterwards on reflection, of the universal nature of these basic forms, even though I do not promote 
the effect of circles and lines as seen from the air once a project is built (Weilacher emphasises the tendency of land 
artists to have their work seen or photographed from the air (p21-22)). Once a project is built I discard the plan and 
prefer to present the work in perspective only (through photography).
14th February 2018
In Thinking architecture, Peter Zumthor writes: ‘I believe that the real core of all architectural work lies in the act 
of construction. At the point in time when concrete materials are assembled and erected, the architecture we have 
been looking for becomes part of the real world.’ (p11). Later he writes of wilder landscape that ‘(e)xperiencing 
landscapes seems to encourage transcendental thoughts.’ (p96). He describes how cities condense time, while 
in wild landscapes time is big. Both of these insights resonate with me, in terms of why I want to practise and in 
terms of how I can think. Pallasmaa seems to suggest (in Spatial Recall, edited by Marc Trieb) that certain kinds of 
thinking are only possible in buildings (rooms) or tamed landscapes and that wild landscape does not permit the 
kind of thinking that I have experience of in the hills of Wicklow. I find it hard to understand why Pallasmaa would 
write that and I feel that I can only have misunderstood him.
For many years I have had in my possession a copy of John Berger’s and Jean Mohr’s Une autre facon de raconter. 
It was enough for me just to have it and to browse through it from time to time. I never felt that I had to read 
the text. I felt its influence just by its presence. It reinforced the Francophile in me. But the book belongs to an 
accumulation of things and events. I don’t feel weighed down by this accumulation. I feel directed by it. I have 
looked at the cover of the book many times but looking at it again now I see the cart which is just like one I have 
been peering through a slit in an old barn door to see whenever I pass over the last couple of years. The barn is in 
La Creuse and I guess has not been opened since its owner passed away. The roof tiles, ‘chevrons’ and beams are 
slowly perishing and holes have opened in the roof with tiles falling in. The oak doors are splitting in the centre 
from the sun and decaying from the ground up. I can see through the splitting joinery. The cart in the barn reminds 
me of small toy carts my brother Alan had when we were children with which he used to create scenes from the 
Napoleonic wars. The cart that I am looking at is probably at least a century old, which would take it within a 
generation or two of the wars, close to living memory. The cart is a portal. I find these portals much more readily in 
France (even in cities) than in Ireland where we have erased much of our day-to-day heritage and ‘museum-ed’ the 
rest. These portals transport me to history. I feel I can touch the events of the past.
Reality - experience,
materials, building
Reality - nostalgia
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The ground, opportunism, 
pragmatism
24th February 2018
I am reading Points and lines – diagrams and projects for the city, by Stan Allen. In the last two paragraphs of 
his introduction, K. Michael Hays summarizes Allen’s notion of field condition. I empathise with his description of 
the city and I feel fortified somehow by the way in which it reflects on a macro scale the attributes of much of my 
practice in individual projects. (For me this text also affirms what I had written about the so called rational thinking 
behind city making, as I wrote in Artifice.) ‘As much as by the partitioning off of areas, the type and intensity 
of activity on the surface is regulated by a kind of rheostatic apparatus below that also senses changes on the 
surface it now charges (we need more cable here, another tunnel there).’ (p9) This, for all intents and purposes is 
landscape architecture (and particularly the pragmatic side of landscape architecture – its fluidity and resilience) – 
the landscape plan being a direct result of below ground conditions, invisible ‘forces’ that create the line, no-go areas 
on the plane that determine the points. A landscape plan that seems to have no order but is in fact determined by 
very real phenomena below ground. A cable, here, a basement there, a drain here, an impediment there, a pocket of 
contamination here, an archaeological fragment there. A second set of (sometimes) invisible forces above ground 
complete the landscape plan – sight line here, shade there, down-draught here, reservation there. And so on it 
goes until a result is arrived at that accepts all of these phenomena as well as fulfilling all of the stipulations of the 
brief (programme) and expectations embedded in the culture within which the landscape is to be constructed. (If it 
doesn’t fulfil expectations embedded in the culture then it’s a failure, or at best it is ‘new’!)
In his essay Field conditions, Allen introduces the idea that ‘a field condition could be any formal or spatial matrix 
capable of unifying diverse elements while respecting the identity of each.’ (p92) (There is a link here to Noguchi, 
and of course a strong interest of mine in the interstitial.) ‘Field conditions are bottom up phenomena defined not 
by overarching geometrical schemas but by intricate local connections.’ (p92) Both of these statements resonate 
with my work, whether it be my geometrical work or my work which can be described by geometry. The geometrical 
in my work is not an imprint of some overarching geometrical schema. Allen goes on to write… ‘Form matters, 
but not so much the forms of things but the forms between things.’ (p92) This is what I call interstitial space. A 
key phrase used by Allen in distinguishing his work from that which is determined by an overarching geometrical 
schema is - ‘…….. the overall form is an elaboration of conditions established locally.’ (p94) This is important, but 
again we must be acutely aware of the impact that terrain, topography, drainage and other local conditions have had 
on even the most monumental overarching geometrical schema. In fact, the charm and the pleasure, leaving aside 
the awe, of a garden such as Vaux-le-Vicomte lies in its local condition. It is quite obvious, despite the scale of the 
landscape works (a scale which is said to have reversed the traditional relationship in design between building and 
landscape) that those works exist within a wider embracing landscape, a landscape that surrounds and immerses 
the gardens themselves. The spatial envelope, the enclosure, at Vaux-le-Vicomte is derived directly from the river 
valley – a topography that all of us recognise instinctively, without further discussion. In fact, the canal is to us just 
the river again, and even more to the point, the far bank of the valley is used to foreshorten the view from the house 
towards the statue of Hercules. The bank of the river is ‘fore-grounded’ within the scheme.
And in the same way topography, or local condition, is pre-eminent at Villa D’Este, Tivoli, the Boboli gardens and so 
on. At Villa D’Este, the vantage from the plateau is immediately understood and makes all of the effort, in geometry 
and construction, seem obvious. In other words, we can all instinctively recognise the hillside and panoramic 
experience as a natural, local phenomenon, within which the geometry of the garden is a fit, just like the gardens at 
Vaux fit the river valley.  The overarching geometrical schema, once again, as at Vaux, seems to recline on the given 
terrain, seems to fit the local condition and the local conditions. A ramp here, steps there, an inclined wall here, a 
terrace there. I never felt that geometry was imposed at either of these designed landscapes.
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I find in Allen’s essay, yet another discovery, as he describes the work of the artist Barry Le Va, of which I had not 
been aware. To my surprise, he writes that Le Va describes (or Jane Livingstone describes) certain of his works, 
beginning in the mid-sixties as ‘distributions’. (Jane Livingston, Barry Le Va: Distributional Sculpture in Artforum 
November 1968.) As Allen goes on to discuss Le Va’s work, I am reminded of Bureau B+B’s Dutch pavilion and 
their use of volcanic dust. Allen cites him as ‘the artist who moves most decisively in the direction of what’ he calls 
field conditions. (p96) Le Va signals a ‘key compositional principle….the displacement of control to a series of 
intricate local rules for combination….but not as an overall formal configuration.’ (p97) Allen’s descriptions of 
artists’ work strike a chord with me, but his discussion of the city does not and I think this is because his cultural 
experience of the city is one of grid on a flat, ever-extending plane – the American city from the late nineteenth 
century onwards. I have no deep-rooted experience of the grid, or of a flat landscape. I grew up in a medieval city – 
with modest topography. I am not even a fan of the grid – no matter how exotic it might be to me. Of the grids that 
I have walked, those that interest me are distorted by topography of a certain magnitude (San Francisco, Glasgow, 
Hong Kong Island). I also like grids with micro grain (Hong Kong Island again and certain parts of Manhattan). I 
find Melbourne’s 200m grid discomforting, and Cerda’s grid monotonous. So Allen’s discussion of moire patterns is 
I feel irrelevant to my work. Perhaps this is why I find the (mainly anonymous) work in medieval towns of Catalunya 
interesting, or the irregular triangulation of Paris. The morphology of the medieval city allows landscape work to be 
continuous, asymmetrical, unfinished, spreading, borrowing, skirting along the edges, returning, resolving and re-
resolving, accenting and filling in gaps.
I don’t know Stan Allen’s work, but it seems to be a reaction to the grid. In my work I never had to react to the grid. 
I never had to look for something, i.e. consciously seek a new order that moved on from grid, symmetry the. My 
most complex expression of spatial relations, at least in plan (Bridgefoot) is a scheme which still contains the 
quintessential relations between hill and plane, canopy and sward, flatness and slope, steps, procession and so on: 
experiences which can be found in the Renaissance or Baroque garden. I guess it is easier to generate complex and 
nuanced relationships between elements in landscape architecture than it is in architecture?? And I am certainly 
not convinced by Allen’s drawings that he was, for a second, not interested in composition (i.e. the arrangement 
of relationships) in the traditional sense. Experimenting with landscape through hands-on teaching and studio 
I have sought to better understand the hidden relationships (acousmatic parameters and sensory deprivation 
being tools to explore these hidden relationships). In this teaching work I do not seek uncertainty, or worse still to 
express uncertainty or use it as a design-driver. Allen suggests that a perceived uncertainty in society, at the time 
of his writing, could perhaps be a driving force in architecture….that buildings might be a loose fit….. well I would 
suggest that buildings need to be precisely the opposite!! Maybe I have misread Allen, but thinking of some ‘loose fit’ 
buildings, I am reminded of how uncomfortable I feel at the Tate Modern, which is a loose fit, or the Imperial War 
Museum which is a loose fit. In landscape design perhaps Rotterdam’s Museum Park (Yves Brunier) belongs to this 
typology – a loose fit. The best way to understand Allen’s take on uncertainty is to read his description of his design 
for the competition for the Korean-American Museum of Art. The language used includes: lack of consistency, 
indifference, rattle, indeterminate and these notions are promoted as design-drivers. The studio I did in Melbourne 
in 2014, a critique of the grid, was an effort to tease something more complex out of the grid, by eliminating sight 
and fostering an acousmatic experience.
‘Field conditions offers a tentative opening in architecture, to address the dynamics of use, behaviour of crowds, 
and the complex geometries of masses in motion.’ (p101) Again this sounds like landscape architecture. My work 
makes a serious effort to do this, perhaps not always addressing the last element. But landscape architecture also 
manipulates or interferes with dynamics of use and behaviour of crowds. If that is what he means by address, then 
address is too passive a word. If he means facilitate or accommodate then OK! I think he attempts to facilitate and 
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accommodate uncertainty (rather than people) and is critical of top-down hierarchical and formal schema that 
manipulate. But design is manipulation and interference. It steps in. It intervenes. It should. In my teaching work 
I emphasise the practice of observing and intervening – observe-intervene. I discuss the reason that we observe is 
because we wish to intervene. I ask at what stage does observation become intervention? With all of this, I repeat 
that where landscape architecture can get away with indeterminate, uncertain the, those parameters are either too 
difficult for architecture, or just not appropriate. But then maybe this is what I loved about Miralles’ Archery Range 
in Barcelona when I visited it – it was unravelling, loose ends, neither one thing nor the other. Of course we have 
hybrid situations, but I am just considering things as polar for the moment.
1st March 2018
I have had Udo Weilacher’s book Between landscape architecture and land art since it was published and I used it 
in my first year of teaching. Looking back at Weilacher’s lengthy introduction, I can see the influence on me. Much 
of the literature that moulded me as a young practitioner discussed the end of modernism, and was written in the 
eighties or nineties when sufficient time had elapsed for the authors to put some space between them themselves 
and the events of that period. The introduction is a brief history of landscape architecture followed by a summary 
of artists and works with which synergies could be found in landscape architecture. I can perhaps say now, with the 
benefit of being half-way through the PhD, that the work on display in the book, all or most of which I am attracted 
too, was perhaps just too beguiling. The form, the line, the shape, that appeared on most of the photographs was 
arresting. (The irony of land art being remembered and valued through photographs does not go unacknowledged in 
the book.) The temptation to somehow convert these images to landscape architecture practice was strong and still 
is. I know though that even if a meaningful solution to a particular landscape architecture brief was to construct a 
form or space akin to many of those seen in the land art photographs, it would be a task in its own right to convince 
most people of the case. Form, line, shape in its own right cannot win against safety, surveillance, maintenance, 
management, cost and so on. I have had direct experience of this with Tandy and Airlie (two new public parks 
originally conceived by the local authority as a connected pair of open spaces for a strategic development zone in 
west Dublin), even though the form that is being proposed by us provides so many technical solutions, and has 
the capacity to transform the way in which people can experience their neighbourhood. Sometimes in landscape 
architecture, there are simply too many demands on the designed landscape. The Tandy and Airlie projects have 
been compromised for a number of reasons, but I cannot help thinking if the discussion could have been steered 
away from the aesthetic, that perhaps more important considerations would have been made by others. The forceful 
(almost aggressive) character of the form and the way the form was drawn (mainly in plan and section for reasons 
of expediency to do with time and financial constraints) were too much for some in the local authority. The fact that 
the form was derived from the reuse of substantial quantities of subsoil and possibly even secondary-raw-material 
further complicated matters. Bridgefoot, on the other hand, works for so many people because the drawings and 
the composition of form works in the opposite direction. It does not shout, it negates opinion. People call it organic, 
green, even though the Tandy and Airlie projects would have been nothing but organic, and substantially more 
green (sustainable) than the Bridgefoot project. The other significant difference between these projects is the way 
in which the design is procured. Tandy and Airlie being procured, at least up to planning permission stage, by the 
private sector and delivered to the (mainly passive) public sector ‘end-user’ (or ‘end-manager’), effectively by-passed 
meaningful discussion or deliberation as to the nature of public open space. The procurement process allowed no 
public consultation. It is a model of why public open space should not be delivered by the private sector and proof 
of the necessity for local authorities in Ireland to take more responsibility for the delivery of their services and 
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infrastructure. Bridgefoot, on the contrary, procured from us directly by the local authority, with active, curious 
and risk-taking representatives, took public consultation to its heart, with the drawings emerging directly out of that 
process. Where initially it seemed lengthy and cumbersome, the process was in fact much more speedy and efficient 
than the private sector lead process for Tandy and Airlie. At Bridgefoot, once the land had been rezoned for sure, 
bar some level of frustration on the part of one local resident group in relation to the pace of the project, there was 
little tension, little disagreement, little mistrust. The drawings were greeted with enthusiasm by almost all who saw 
them. The form, although different, was far more radical, yet less threatening, that the form proposed at Tandy and 
Airlie. The threat implied in the form at Tandy and Airlie was perceived only by a small number of individuals 
and the drawings were not on the public record until a planning application was lodged, itself a relatively obscure 
and closed process when compared to full public consultation. So we will never know whether a healthy debate 
around form would have evolved if there had been full public consultation – a more democratic process subject to a 
wider range of views and opinions.
5th March 2018
Hayden Herrara’s Listening to stone, the art and life of Isamu Noguchi, is one of a number of texts I have come 
across which illuminate this 20th century period when artists began to sculpt space, turning their attention to the 
space between the objects, the space within and around the material, and in doing so, escaping from meaning-laden 
or symbolic traits of materials, forms and objects. This was dual-purpose – moving away from object/tangible/
material and moving away from meaning/symbol. Had this happened before, perhaps in other disciplines? Did it 
really just happen once, in art, in the twentieth century? I ask this question, because shaping space is what architects 
and landscapers or landscape gardeners (as they called themselves) had been doing for centuries…..... To what 
extent, with particular attention to the shaping of a space, does landscape architecture take its cue from art and to 
what extent does art takes its cue from landscape architecture, perhaps particularly in relation to sculpture? The 
process of transmission or transposition from discipline to discipline may not be as conscious as taking a cue, but 
at least we can say that wave-upon-wave of concurrent and superimposing cultural pursuits oscillate through time, 
weaving in and out. We are all aware to some degree of the sibling disciplines, their relationships, influences, trials 
and tribulations as well as the cross fertilisation of sculpture, landscape architecture, music, painting, photography 
and so on, with emergent hybrids, maturing and subsiding with the next surge of interest, whether technological, 
aesthetic or social. Herrera describes Noguchi’s awakening to the social challenges of 1930s New York, and the 
social pact into which he entered, moving from portraiture to the creation of space that was ‘at once abstract and 
socially relevant’. (p111). This social responsibility is a given for landscape architects in practice when it comes to 
the design of public projects. The extent to which the landscape architect acts on it is not so determined…..in our 
work for Bridgefoot I have made a concerted effort to stay true to what I interpret to be the requirements of the 
pact……...in fact our practice has been proactive in facilitating, even designing necessary components of the pact, 
determining its parameters….using the skills that we have and relying on others to use their skills so that we can 
achieve something which is beyond our individual capacity to imagine.
And so the work for which Noguchi is renowned amongst landscape architects began to emerge. (How close is his 
work to that of, for example, Ernst Cramer?) Noguchi says that Play Mountain (1933) ‘was the kernel out of which 
have grown all my ideas relating sculpture to the earth’. (p112). The model for Play Mountain embodies the work 
of so many landscape architects that were to come along later in the twentieth century…… the explicit use of platonic 
form (Ernst Cramer, Martha Schwartz) combined with the emergent form of more subtly sculpted land (Jacques 
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Simon, Kathryn Gustafson). (I wonder how close his work was to Thomas Church – Noguchi designed a swimming 
pool for Josef von Sternberg in 1934.)
Noguchi experienced the difficulty of trying to combine social responsibility, function and sculpted form when Play 
Mountain was rejected for funding and soon after when Robert Moses (unofficial mayor of New York) rejected it on 
the basis that play had to be with tested equipment. This was in 1934. He had similar experiences with Contoured 
Playground in 1941 and with the playground at the Manhattan UN headquarters in 1951 (Moses again).
Noguchi wanted to be useful. He achieved that, apparently, when he travelled to Mexico.
I have never felt that the work that I do is an indulgence. I always felt that landscape architecture was useful, in fact 
that it was necessary. But somewhat ironically, I believe that its usefulness comes through its artistic qualities. It is 
easy to make simply useful landscape. It is much more challenging to make art that happens to be useful, and this is 
what I strive to produce in the practice of landscape architecture. If the thrust of your argument (the leading edge) 
is art, providing answers to the aesthetic questions, with all of the other answers coming in the wake of that leading 
edge, then you are vulnerable. If the leading edge is art then all of the doubts arise, all of the opinions.... you are into 
open country, no structure, no direction to the discourse. In the end, if you are skilled and experienced enough, the 
project will address all of the functional requirements…...you know that…..but you have not convinced the others. If, 
on the other hand, you simply address functional requirements, then you are solid, structured, armoured, secure…. 
you can push on as you brush aside the irrelevant questions….. the doubters are less likely to raise their heads. 
This is the underlying strength of engineering as a profession. It is also one of the modes of landscape architecture 
practice singled out for criticism by Weilacher, as summarised earlier in this document.
Noguchi said of his ‘Contoured Playground, in response to the bureaucrats, that it was fail-proof for the simple 
reason that there was nothing to fall off’. (p136) This statement captures an aspect of design practice which 
dominated much of my thinking at the start of this PhD process…… The supreme naivety of it is something to strive 
for and yet it doesn’t get results on its own. It is just such a truth and yet we know the world to be more complex 
than that. That kind of thought process only succeeds when married with a temperament of ferocious tenacity. That 
kind of work cannot be realised without some sort of engine, which at every step argues and re-argues the cause, 
wears people down! For the moment, Noguchi gave up. (He would return to socially motivated work in the future.) 
It seems that he oscillated between art and the more nebulous world of socially conscious practice – more akin to 
landscape architecture. He couldn’t settle on one practice or the other, and perhaps this enriched his work. He was 
certainly prolific. I oscillate between wanting to build and wanting to research. This takes me back to my original 
explorations of temperament – wanting to build (the naïve) and wanting to research (the sentimental). The inability 
to settle seems to be a trait here. Noguchi wanted to abstract, but he also wanted real, he wanted to break out but he 
also wanted to immerse in tradition. He wanted to use new materials but he also wanted to reduce practice to direct 
carving in stone ... ‘taille directe’. (p151) In a revealing discussion of his work from around the mid-1940s Herrera 
mentioned his dislike of gluing, pasting or using secondary materials. Instead he carefully balanced pieces so that 
the second material was not required. He began to see the space between the forms as just as important – to be 
seen themselves as positive shapes. I use the term interstitial to describe this – it’s a desire that I have to be able to 
see those spaces become a forthright part of the experience (Riverside, Howth, CIDP). Maybe there is a parallel 
in landscape architecture of the interstitial kind, with processes in art such as casting, printing lithography and so 
on that make a final artefact that, in itself, could not be read from the primary. I know that this is exactly not what 
Noguchi was pursuing, but that at the same time, the very act of working with a material (taille directe) implies a 
secondary space (interstitial). And of course Noguchi did make card templates, so there was a preparatory sketch, a 
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proxy.
Like Kandinsky, Noguchi spoke of his work resonating inside, of a kind of life force, not movement in a particular 
direction, but ‘motion of a different sort’. (p177)
Herrera quotes critic Thomas Hess in 1945, writing about Noguchi, that he would ‘create sculpture in the dual 
reference of art and life’. (p182) This is a neat way of describing the naïve and sentimental…..the hiding away in the 
practice and the acknowledgement of life, in practising.
Noguchi published Meanings in modern sculpture in 1949. He, like Kandinsky, longed for a spirituality in art. He 
wrote that all sculptors are optimists, again a link to the research questions with which I launched the PhD. Once 
again he was espousing the social, collective potential and value of art and wished to see it integrated with life. 
On his way to India in 1949 he spent time in Europe and observed that the Piazza du Duomo in Florence ‘is a true 
space of the mind, the consciousness of an opening outward. To heaven or the world beyond’. (p199) He saw in 
(landscape) architecture the integration of art and life.
This experience of spaces that transform one’s life, that awaken something, that trigger an emotion or thought – 
that we humans can be brought to life by a space that has particular qualities…. And the places/spaces where I have 
experienced this are so varied ….. caves at Levanza in Sicily, the archaeological site at Delphi, the rock of Skellig 
Michael, the gardens of Versailles and Vaux-le-Vicomte, Montgomery Forest California, Brachina Gorge Australia, 
Wicklow, Carrantuhill….and so many other places.
Shortly after arriving in Japan, after his trip to India he delivered a lecture where he spoke about ‘architecture and 
gardens, gardens and sculpture, sculpture and human beings, human beings and social groups…..a new ethic for 
the artist…..’. (p204) Isn’t this a fascinating insight? I see all of these things together also, what interests me is the 
sequence of pairs that he used. Herrera paints an intense picture of Noguchi’s first visit to the Katsura Detached 
Palace (or Imperial Villa). He was ecstatic about the unity of garden and architecture. (p206)
His time in Japan really opened up his awareness of garden and landscape as an art form which had been integrated 
with life, which had a function, a purpose and, at the same time, meaning.
Herrera states that Antonin Raymond commissioned Noguchi’s first garden (1952) (p202), but then states that 
the garden at Shinbanraisha (designed 1950) was his first commissioned garden (p218) (the Reader’s Digest new 
headquarters in Tokyo). Nevertheless, it is this transition to a more full environment of art that interests me. His 
ability to sculpt everything – furniture, land, space. He had designed external environments before but as far as I 
know they had not been built (swimming pool for Joseph von S., Play Mountain, Contoured Playground).
The stepping stones of a tea ceremony garden are intended to make you acutely aware of the measure of each of 
your steps. This is what I call useful.
Noguchi sought anonymity in his work and so was drawn to nature, rather than to precise materials with identifiable 
forms..... materials and forms that would be the artist’s signature. (p220) There is (I think and actually hope in a 
sense) anonymity in our work at my practice. Each project is different, there is no signature, we get no recognition 
for the designs of benches or anything else that we do…..save for a picture on our website, and even then a lot of 
people don’t believe that we designed every square inch of what is in the photo – they think we just selected the 
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plants and somebody else did the rest!
Herrera’s short introduction is so penetrating that it seems facile to quote from it but I have transcribed here some 
of Noguchi’s own words which Herrera had chosen to include:
‘I like to think of gardens as sculpturing of space: a beginning and a groping to another level of sculptural 
experience and use: a total sculpture space experience beyond individual sculptures. A man may enter such a 
space: it is in scale with him: it is real.........There is a lesson in humility for me as a sculptor; if the rock is better 
before I touch it what is there for me to do?.....To search the final reality of stone beyond the accident of time, I 
seek the love of matter. The materiality of stone, its essence, to reveal its identity - not what might be imposed but 
something closer to its being. Beneath the skin is the brilliance of matter.......My effort was to find a way to link 
that ritual of rocks which comes down to us through the Japanese from the dawn of history to our modern times 
and need. In Japan, worship of the stones changed into an appreciation of nature. The search for the essence of 
sculpture seems to carry me to the same end.’
(pp8-9)
These words; total sculpture space experience, real, final reality, matter, our modern needs. He seems to be 
synthesising a whole body of work and activity that address needs through art. That his work is useful in drawing 
our attention to the material of things, because that is a human need.
Describing garden design as another level of sculptural experience and use, Noguchi said that ‘A man may enter 
such a space: it is in scale with him; it is real.(p9)
Japanese stroll gardens are cinematic, as are the large gardens of the English landscape Style, as is La Villette and so 
on….
Noguchi’s description of his placing of stones as he learned from the native skilled gardeners and what he called his 
‘contact with the earth’, (p224) is similar to my feeling about what I do, why my photos are often of the ground. In 
1951, critic Aline B. Louchheim wrote that Noguchi had ‘broken from the imprisonment of a solitary studio. His 
new place of work is the world’. (p226-227) This reminds me of my first titles for the PRSs. It also encourages me 
to pause once again to consider the influence that landscape architecture must have had on twentieth century art, as 
the studio was abandoned by artists (leaving aside for the moment the irony of the way we experience much of the 
work through photography). Noguchi was forthright and acknowledged the influence of Japanese garden design on 
his trajectory as an artist. He sought use as well as form. Perhaps other land artists did not go that far, but remained 
tied to the exploration of form only. Perhaps that is why we consume their work through photography. But Noguchi 
wished to make work that had to be seen, even better experienced, in reality. His work is tied to tradition, craft and 
sensuality.
10th March 2019
E.H. Gombrich’s essay The tradition of general knowledge
….. ‘general knowledge is a cloud of rumours about a miscellany of things’. (p11) He would have agreed with 
Professor David Porter who said at the Glasgow Adapt-r day that ‘news is information that makes a difference’. 
General knowledge is not general and its not knowledge. Gombrich describes fields of common knowledge (such 
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as sport, or literature, and to this list we could add landscape architecture) as ‘sources of metaphor’. (p11) I am 
left thinking how can I understand the metaphor of the rural migrant from the 1950s, the inner city dweller........? 
How can I design for all of these cultures? I photographed an encampment at Bluebell in west Dublin and was 
physically threatened. I gave a lecture about universal traits at Blois and was met with scepticism. How do my 
drawings use these metaphors or speak to these cultures? Having stated that the study of painting or literature is 
no less objective than the study of science, Gombrich writes that ‘what is and must be subjective is the discovery of 
relevance’. (p16) It is almost relieving for me to read this because I cannot and I don’t want to and I don’t believe 
in an interpretation of my work, or any of the documents that I am studying as a background to the work, which 
would be correct, complete, finished, absolute. The trick for me is to mine, to extract, at least one nugget that might 
be a contribution to knowledge. So, the study of painting, of literature, art, architecture, is about us, about me, what 
in the work is relevant to me? And yet Gombrich deplores the fading away of general knowledge. I too shy away 
from specialisation and I do not believe that landscape architecture is a specialist field. I am, and it is open to all 
comers – to have their say. What I do know though is that experience can only come with experience! So landscape 
architecture is a practice of life. It requires experience in the field, decades of it.
26th March 2018
A note on mentors....
Should it go without saying that the most influential mentors are those with whom I have had a direct, real 
relationship or experience? I don’t know if this is absolute. Nevertheless among the mentors that strongly remain 
with me are master horticulturalist Fred Nutty, pioneer of landscape architecture in Ireland Gerry Mitchell and 
Lynn Kinnear, my tutor for a short but intense period in London. These are people with whom I have had a direct 
experience and who share traits such as excellence, vocation, generosity and work ethic. Other mentors, some of 
whom I have met personally for brief moments, others I have witnessed talking about their work are: Denis Lasdon, 
Gilles Clement, Alexandre Chemetof, Michel Corajoud, Henri Bava. They are mentors for different reasons, Denis 
Lasdon simply because he exuded excitement and positivity even in his early eighties when I happened to see him 
talk about his work. Mentors are people with whom I have shared an afternoon perhaps, visiting their work or 
talking about design, or even sharing correspondence over longer intermittent periods. They are also, from time 
to time, good friends of the same vintage. My friend Marti Franch started out with me at London. They are people 
who indirectly guided me towards experience of the world which is embedded in my way of practice; hill-walking, 
photography. I feared some of my mentors, but this fear was not a negative force, it was born out of respect, 
admiration and pride. It fuelled attentiveness on my part, eagerness to learn. And then there are the mentors who 
remain remote to me but who are strongly influential: Kathryn Gustafson because the excellence in her work as 
experienced is so apparent; Peter Latz, Dieter Kienast and Catherine Mosbach because they have and in some cases 
continue to expand the boundaries of the aesthetic within which I work as a landscape architect.
27th March 2018
Edward Tufte writes: ‘An explanatory image is an explanatory image because it is a mapped image’. (p.13) He 
suggests that scientific images should be mapped and goes on to say that sensibly mapped pictures outperform 
purely pictorial representations.
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Michael Maizels on Barry Le Va
In an artist’s statement Barry Le Va, quoted by Maizels, said he was searching for ‘real time, real space, real 
locations, real reasons’. (p16) This is what drives our practice at DFLA. Real reasons are perhaps the most elusive 
of the four: time, space, location, reason. Is it the brief, is it personal motivation, is it the physical constraints of the 
site and other practical things that govern (or more accurately, colour) composition? Le Va says that his work is 
‘relevant to time, place and my physical activity’ (p19), and not about materials or processes. His physical absence 
in the work as seen by the viewer is important in the work. What about us - at DFLA? We are physically absent in 
our work. I have written elsewhere about anonymity. That’s not just the finished work either. I rarely engage in the 
making (building) of the work, although I have on several occasions. It is of course usually someone else who does 
it - a building contractor. So our drawings are a lot more involved than those of many sculptors, sculptors who act 
themselves.
Robert Morris’s writing, influenced by Maurice Merleau-Ponty… quoted by Maizels….‘the known constant and the 
experienced variable’. (p20) Morris describes how the viewer changes the shape of a sculpture by changing position. 
What about people who walk through our work? The known constant never really exists in landscape. We think we 
know it we think it to be constant. Is the known constant represented in drawings? Is it an illusion? At St.James’s I 
am trying to work in transition… the blurred drawings, the layering of pathways, the lack of plan. To work in a state 
of transition….that is what I want to do. I am trying this at Bridgefoot also. Small imperfections allow us to do 
this. The field in France is in a constant state of transition. Le Va chose not to present a ‘known constant’. In this 
way his work is like a landscape.
In 1969, Le Va made Room 2 of a 3-Room, 3-Part Installation Utilizing Various Quantities of the 3 Materials. 
Room 2 is an exploration of loose distributions of materials. The photos of the distributions of the materials on a 
floor are, in fine art, the closest I have seen to a landscape plan. Some reviewers described the work as despicable 
and repellent (p33) but Maizels links it and other Le Va work to ‘ostensibly natural landscape’ and the ‘implacable, 
entropic forces of nature’. (p35).
Le Va began to work with fine powders as materials that would have an ephemeral presence. They filled the cracks in 
the gallery floor. He distributed them across the floor in ways that drew to mind landscapes or seascapes. I crushed 
materials into powder for the Adapt-r exhibition, in order to concentrate on one aspect of their materiality – their 
colour and I subsequently went to work with students doing the same. This was an exploration of material in which 
I found great pleasure and satisfaction but I have not put the materials to use so to speak. When I subsequently 
came across Le Va’s work I was astounded and delighted! The powders that he uses can migrate. They are small 
imperfections. (Remember reference to Bureau B + B Dutch Pavilion landscape.) Composition, as regards Le Va’s 
work, is present, it is there, but the oils are seeping, the dusts drifting. Migration of material occurs. This paradox – 
composition and then migration, is an important question for me in this research. Composition that allows process, 
process that leads to composition. Materials that are crushed, re-used, come in unpredictable shapes and sizes, 
arrive as they are, found, but not found or spotted individually, not selected specifically by an artist. The materials 
for Bridgefoot came in more indiscriminate form, shape, quantity, and more will come as we develop the park, 
in shapes and sizes to which we will have to adapt. The geometry of the composition for Bridgefoot is an attempt 
to facilitate and pronounce this, to allow it to happen, the geometry is both reflective of the materials that I have 
in mind, and, facilitator of change, as the project comes into life. So, it represents the materials, and at the same 
time allows the materials when they do arrive, to change the exact configuration of the park. This understanding, 
vagueness, is the contribution I want to make to my community of practice. I have spent a long time learning how 
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to be precise. I don’t mean to throw that away. I intend to move to a position where I can draw vagueness in a way 
that has meaning. The plan for Bridgefoot represents vagueness but it is also a plan that has been seen by many 
and discussed and presented and agreed upon, so it does have meaning….people have said they like it. It is precise 
enough to be understood, by a range of different people, as the project. There is a dichotomy here which is central to 
my research.
Deciphering drawings – how do we do it? I can analyse landscape plans that seemingly have no relation to the 
building, but in perspective they actually do have a very strong spatial and perspectival link to the building – e.g. 
the line drawings over the photos of Riverside. Generally we have a lot of freedom as to how we create lines and 
points, and so this means that questions of composition become very important…. sometimes the only questions. In 
landscape architecture there is a lot more freedom as to how we make lines and points, compared to architecture. 
I mean I can make super accurate drawings, now that the French cartographers have invented the unit of the 
metre, and I can make these drawings in the virtual world of CAD, but when it comes to actual building, these 
drawings often don’t work that precisely in the real world. There are issues of insertion points, inaccurate surveys, 
information gaps, pieces missing, errors in drafting, assumptions being made, contractor preferences, mistakes...… 
there is a disconnect between the real world and the drawn world, no matter how precise the drawing is. Even if 
we have the technology to be precise to the last degree we cannot use it….there is always an impediment to the 
perfect translation of the drawing on to the site. At its best, most optimistic, most opportunistic, this is the small 
imperfection. 
The ‘clockwork universe’ (p.54) of the Enlightenment is certainly not at work in my practice, even the line drawings 
that I have made appear to have been made with some precision. The line drawings are not messy, and this upsets 
some people! But they are far from any perfection and they have within them the small imperfections that make the 
work interesting for me.
Le Va stated that meaning must be reconstructed by the receiver of the message. (p56) In this regard, we are very 
different from an artist working alone. In our work, there are at least two transmissions of message – one through 
our drawings to the builders, and one through the built work to the users. In the case of Bridgefoot there are many 
more than two transmissions, and they may occur concurrently: messages transmitted between us and attendees 
of public workshops, messages transmitted from us to the contractors working on the sample garden. And so so. 
The information in landscape drawings is not purely quantitative. It is not reducible to ‘bits’. At least we can say 
though that once built, the drawings can be discarded. It is clear though that meaning can be lost or reconstructed 
in communication. I know that this happens abundantly. The type of communication though that is the subject of 
this research is not reducible to ‘bits’ – I am not looking to eliminate meaning. At the same time though its not good 
enough to say – .... oh landscape and landscape design, you know, its too complex......... I should be able to clarify 
certain messages – semantics – what messages mean. The semantics of drawings.
Entropy, erosion and impermanence (Smithsons) (p62) found its way into my thesis work at Greenwich in 1995.
Maizels discusses our post information-age world, which has ‘again become illegible, impenetrable’. (p69) His 
emphasis on the word again. We have moved out of the epoch of writing which had opened up the world, and into a 
world of overwhelming quantities of centreless information, ‘opaque to analysis and indifferent to its inhabitants’. 
(p69)This is the time within which I work. Roughly translated, this means that where, for a few centuries we thought 
we know the world, thought we could assign meaning, we now find ourselves lost again, a new dark-age. We perhaps 
don’t even seek meaning in the world. If this is the case, maybe our drawings have meaning to an ever shrinking 
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cohort and that existence at large remains impenetrable. Combined, these two ‘facts’ lead to the possible frustration 
for many, of not feeling that they are being addressed by the drawings, that they neither understand, or buy-in to the 
drawings, nor the reality that emerges from the application of the drawings to the site.
Le Va’s work (as described p74-75) seems to pre-empt Bernard Tschumi’s Park de la Villette, which had a huge 
influence on me. I went there many times between completing my undergraduate course at the University of 
Greenwich and starting my masters at Edinburgh College of Art. Maziers draws a group of artists together as unified 
in a shared attempt to ‘collapse the gap between a measurement and the object it usually describes at a remove’. 
(p.75) These artists according to Maizels include Barry Le Va, John Baldessari, Bruce Nauman and Mel Bochner. My 
work at Bridgefoot and to a lesser extent at St.James’s attempts to do just that – collapse the gap between the 
drawing (the measurement) and the material (object) it represents. It attempts to make the drawing not just more 
representative of the material, but also more facilitative of the material as it is used to construct the park. This is my 
contribution to knowledge.
According to Maizels, ‘The friction between the spatial signifiers and signifieds – the tension between measuring 
devices and a world that they fail to measure predictably – enabled Le Va to stimulate a visual splintering 
in which percepts layered and fractured on top of one another. The result is in Le Va’s terms an Accumulated 
Vision…’ (p.76-77). I have made accumulated overlays – I think I will call them Dense Sketches of St.James’s, 
using eleven overlaid sketches, to express the ‘tension between measuring devices and a world that they fail to 
measure predictably’. I have expressed this to the commissioners of the work at Dublin City Council.
Le Va’s work seems to have that dual nature – precision on the one hand, and openness to change on the other. He 
uses geometry, fractured, dismantled, but nevertheless starting from a starting point, to compose the distribution of, 
for example, his dowel works. Distributions of small pieces of wood, that at first seem whimsical, but are as analysed 
by Maizels, actually rigorously distributed in accordance with a fractured and layered geometry of precision. One 
could be forgiven for thinking that the dowels were placed on the spot or in an ad-lib fashion, and so they seem to 
be open to change and movement. But they were not placed in such a fashion. I love this openness which has as its 
blue print a fine aspect of precision. Maizels cites the reviewer Bruce Boice as having written of Le Va’s Traveling 
Lengths series: ‘patterns could be discerned everywhere, but they never seem to add up to anything.’ (p82) This 
was considered to contribute to a negative reception of his work at the time, but it’s a succinct description of an 
aesthetic which I happen to like. I feel there is something of this in the early Dieter Kienast work – groups of four 
trees in a square, an alignment here, a change of direction there, but I wonder did Kienast compose with a lighter 
touch.
In discussing various artists and scientists contributions to the notion of measurement, Maizels cites the importance 
of Jorge Luis Borges quoting ‘There is a labyrinth which is a straight line’. (p102) Maizels summarises the work 
of Le Va and others as exposing the ‘ “essential nothingness” lurking behind mathematical concepts’, when 
considering that a meter rule (yard stick) will change length if travelling at speed. (p104-105) In other words 
science (mathematics) is not enough. The aesthetic and artistic intervening by humans is an essential aspect of our 
existence. The world cannot be described merely by mathematics.
I find this quote, by Le Va describing his work, as a good description of the practice-based PhD: ‘…It becomes a 
labyrinth, the more elusive it gets. In anything where there is a lot of information, you start picking up threads, 
then they slip away.’ (p106) Unlike Le Va though, who claimed to be attempting to escape from the material of the 
work, I want to celebrate materials and use materials as a medium for enjoyment and wonder: trees, flowers, wood, 
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water, rain, clouds and light…. I am certainly not interested in an immaterial landscape architecture….such an idea 
would be delusional…
P109. Hilarious….then I find a quote from Bernard Tschumi at the start of Chapter 4! (Deliberately skipped Chapter 
4, although I was strongly influenced by what I saw from Tschumi in my twenties.)
As he had done a number of times, Maizels quotes Le Va on transition. He desired to keep his work “..‘in a 
suspended state of flux, with no trace of a beginning or end.’” (p143) I suppose you could say this about a lot of 
work, and you could certainly describe much designed landscape as such.
An interesting discussion on the way Le Va titles his work and how there are connections or series of work, and also 
how he makes a seemingly new work but by using the same title as a previous work he contests that they are the 
same work. So he overcomes copy/original binary systems and confounds the art historians. .... ’a series of acts that 
has never actually ceased’. (p149) Central to this is Maizels discussion of the ephemeral nature of Le Va’s work. All 
designed landscape are ephemeral and are over-written at some stage in their history – sometimes with frequency. 
Only a tiny percentage of designed landscapes survive the centuries without intervention, truncation, amputation, 
or complete wipe-out. (e.g. Vaux le Vicomte). Maizels, in discussing the aspect of the ephemeral in culture and the 
attendant issue of reproduction, authenticity the., mentions the idea of ‘permanence through change’. (p170) This 
of course is directly related to landscape and nature, and was the conceptual core of my thesis at Greenwich, which 
saw a gravel landscape of continuous deposition and erosion. Le Va’s words ‘suspended state of flux’ could equally 
be ascribed to what I see in his work as nature. The final paragraph summarises the role that others have to play in 
the continued construction of Le Va series in galleries. He wishes the individuals involved to have a certain degree 
of autonomy in constructing the work so that the work sustains a degree of transition, rather than become ossified 
through overly prescriptive processes of re-construction. (p172) This has started at Bridgefoot in terms of the 
experimental 1 to 1 sample garden. Maizels touches on the sentimental (Nauman) in contra balance to the naïve (Le 
Va) (p176-177) when discussing fame and reasons for fame, although he does not use the reference to Schiller or 
the words sentimental or naïve. And he explores the world of art history as opposed to art practice. He concludes 
(admittedly mentioning that Le Va is aware of the object d’art that he is trying to usurp, and consequently that he is 
not a naïve) by stating that Le Va’s work ‘insists on a kind of art history in its own image – one that is multiple in 
its narratives and provisional in its interpretations.’ (p180) Maizels finishes by stating that he had aimed to follow 
that model in his book. It’s a model that seems to fit well with what I have been doing during the PhD. I have tried to 
string together and allow sit side-by-side various histories of our practice….
In Barry Le Va: the aesthetic aftermath, I find a perfect reflection of my own work at Bridgefoot and Mazier’s 
critique of Le Va is really an encapsulation of the central contribution that this PhD attempts to make to landscape 
architecture practice in Ireland. This book and Barry Le Va’s work is a huge find for me......found through Stan 
Allen’s text which was recommended by Professor SueAnne Ware.
May 2018
Christophe Girot. The age of the gaze is over. Not quite. There is a new ‘medial gaze’. (p.81) ‘Contemporary culture’s 
most familiar and accessible visual environment is also its most outlandish and incomprehensible’ – Girot quoting 
Mitchell Schwarzer (p.81) He means by ‘visual environment’ what we used to call landscape. It is true, it is difficult 
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to understand. We do reduce landscape in order to make sense of it. Our brains reduce what we see so that we 
can survive. We reductively categorise and name materials, so that we can use them.*  We think we know living 
organisms as materials, but we don’t master them as building materials, we work with trees as co-workers, hoping 
they will do what we want them to do! We also draw in order to reduce. The drawings in this exegesis are reductions, 
and the ones in the discussion on geometry are specifically and drastically reduced. Girot acknowledges that video 
and point cloud are not yet being used in the design phase, although they have been proven to be useful during 
the analysis phase. We are just beginning to use both in our practice now….and hope to use more. The thrust of 
the evidence, therefore, in his essay is on tools of representation as an end in themselves. Of course we know how 
distracting this can be in landscape architecture, so my goal is to analyse the tools of representation that we use so 
that we can go beyond them, and particularly the most inaccessible of them all, the plan drawing. Why do we like 
them, or not, why do other people like them, or not? Are we composing them as we would compose a portrait, are 
they seeing them as they would see a portrait? Are we symbolizing too much, are they seeing too many symbols?
In excluding two-dimensional drawings from the discussion, Girot’s essay seems to further the march towards a 
lobotomized interaction (or non-interaction) with what we see and feel around us. I don’t believe the cognitive 
learning that goes with an abstract (plan) method of representation should be discarded. If we are not careful we 
will just be reacting instantaneously to everything we experience. Video and point cloud are not going to change 
that. So I know now that there are two types of reductions: one which is liminal (barely perceptible) or visceral, 
a knowledge of which may be instructive (but by its very nature as liminal, a practice of which is impossible), 
and another which is aware, the practice of which is certainly instructive. The aware reduction (reducing tools of 
representation to lines) is what I explore in the sections of the exegesis on geometry. (Or in other words, our bodies/
minds reduce automatically to survive, and this influences the way we perceive. But we also have the opportunity 
to practice a type of reduction, in a conscious manner, in order to understand better – that’s why we make such 
abstract drawings as plans – and this also influences the way we perceive. If we just flow with the first type of 
reduction we discard, I think, too much of the second. The second type, by the way, does not have to be limited to 
small elite groups of learned professionals...... we have worked really well with large disparate groups of people 
using plans, sketches, photos, models, walking, measuring, talking and interacting.)
(* In my late 20s I tried to forget all of the botanical knowledge I had amassed since first studying at the National 
Botanic Gardens.)
May 2018
Katie Lloyd Thomas 
One of the fortunate things about being handed this paper by Simon Canz, is that it brought me face-to-face again 
with a project by Muf for Southwark Street. I remember when I studied in London during the mid to late 1990s 
there was a lot of talk amongst us landscape architecture students about the Tate Modern and the work Muf had 
done on one of the approaches to the gallery. Seeing the line drawing in Lloyd Thomas’s paper reminded me of the 
link to the configuration of the joints in the concrete by Ferrater at the Barcelona Botanic Gardens. I remember 
walking down to Southwark Street to see and photograph the work, the concrete and the benches.
In her critique of orthographic drawing she says…‘The drawing both determines and limits the possibilities of the 
building…’ (or landscape) (p57)…’…it makes alternative ways of working rare..’ and that geometric representations 
Ways of seeing, types of 
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can silence, during the design process, ‘the real political issues that may be at stake’. (p58) For me the concern 
over ‘real political issues’ is beyond my scope and although I recognise and understand Lloyd Thomas’s critique, 
I am not interested in tackling that head-on. I have, however, intuitively and then very deliberately done it on one 
recent project – Bridgefoot. The ‘real political issues’ became wrapped into a new geometry through a process of 
discussion, before any lines were made. This was incredibly successful, but there is a danger now, with the delay 
of the construction of the project that the physical outcome will be perceived to be divorced from the consultation 
process. I worry though when I read papers such as Lloyd Thomas’s that a simplified version of reality is being 
tested by the author and that critique of practice only critiques a fragment of the reality of practice, or is only 
attributable to a fragment of practitioners. For example, as she introduces the writings of Catherine Ingraham ‘the 
belief in the possibility of an unmediated translation between drawing and building’ (p59) may be a problem 
encountered by some of my architect friends and colleagues but its certainly something about which I am under 
no illusion. The drawing is a means to an end and many people, as well as changing circumstances, are involved 
between drawing and building (I mean the verb rather than the noun). As proof, all you need to consider is the 
proportion of drawings that are not translated whether ‘unmediated’ or not. My practice is more like Donna 
Haraway’s ‘modest witness’ – ‘aware of the contingency of any position she occupies’. (p59). I am full of doubt. 
Lloyd Thomas then probes how representation might avoid spatialisation. What I find interesting here is that we 
can develop a more open dialogue with a wider range of people by using types of representation that are not line 
drawings. It is important to reiterate at this point that the line drawings that I have made during his research were 
not made to develop ideas with a range of people as part of a consultation, but they were made retrospectively for 
a particular purpose. But even the line drawing of Bridgefoot crystallises what I know to be a more nebulous 
reality. Like a snapshot it extracts something out of reality and prints it in a static reality. The T-shirt is the ultimate 
conclusion of this process, taking it away from its roots and isolating it as a composition. What is wrong with 
that??! It is just another avenue of exploration. It is just not landscape architecture….or is it? Turning to Julia 
Kristeva, Lloyd Thomas writes….‘Kristeva’s account of colour in painting (as opposed to line) suggests the need 
for representations that engage the subject, rather than producing closure.’ (p59) This is something that I have 
been exploring with St.James’s. Not strictly the use of colour, but the idea of engaging rather than producing 
closure. It is necessitated, in any case, by the complexity and ongoing change inherent in the project, where even the 
conservation of the headstones and artefacts will bring about subtle change within the cemetery to which we will 
have to respond in a step-by-step fashion.
I have been trying to tease out an understanding of geometry in my work and one of my techniques is to invert 
thinking on geometry, so that I ask not what processes geometry can be used to describe, but what types of geometry 
are generated by process. I believe that this opens up a little the conversation on geometry, and can help me (us) 
to avoid using geometry in such a way that ‘precludes relationality, and reinforces the dominance of singularity 
within our culture…’ .(p59-60) At St.James’s we are constantly proposing a vagueness, another point of view to 
our clients and colleagues, through blurred drawings, multiple perspectives, a new palimpsest of mown tracks and 
a reticence in using the plan drawing. As Lloyd Thomas touches on, I am not under any illusion as to the objectivity 
of geometry and so hopefully the research that I have done can be understood as having as one of its premises, the 
assumption that the geometry in the drawings is not objective. Lloyd Thomas uses Haraway to discuss the notion 
that even mathematics is ‘no less a situated knowledge than any other’. (p60) This strikes me as similar to the 
discussion that Maizels develops to describe how Le Va and other artists of his generation attempted to expose the 
‘nothingness’ behind mathematical concepts, or in other words that qualities either assumed to be or argued to be 
inherent in mathematics, such as precision, were in fact not. By trading in the lie that mathematics is objective, it 
can be used to overcome all sorts of difficult realities, such as colonisation of Aboriginal land through mapping. I 
am not attempting, by stripping the landscape plans away to their most basic composition of lines, to suggest that 
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there is some objective quality in them. I am merely trying to see retrospectively what was going on when the lines 
were drawn. What is not in those drawings is as important as what is left in for the simple purposes of comparison 
or analysis. (Note that elsewhere I show some of the plans in their ‘full’ textured version as well as their skeletal 
line version).  At St.James’s we are working in a way which …’Rather than tell one ‘true’ story of consensus, it 
might remember and acknowledge multiple and even contradictory versions of reality.’ (p61)  Hence the dense 
sketches. And the time-lapse photography to instill in the commissioning body, the clients, a sense that the place 
is never really the same for any duration. Lloyd Thomas, to her credit, acknowledges that analysis is one thing, 
and construction is another. The real challenge would be to allow a certain openness and indeterminacy in the 
drawings that would be used for procurement and construction. (There is no doubt that we will have to allow for 
this at Bridgefoot despite the public procurement requirements. Can we also achieve this at St.James’s, perhaps 
by using modules to be imported on site and configured as we go. We could price for say 50 of each of say three 
modules and then bring them to site and configure as we go. This would be amazing.)
‘Why do (landscape) architectural drawings copy the ideal lines of geometry and not the messy substantiality of 
the (landscapes) they represent?’ (p65-66) I have added the words landscape and landscapes to that quote. Maybe 
it is important to remember that when Lloyd Thomas’s paper was published we had started to mainstream into the 
world of computer-aided design. It had permeated all of the schools of landscape and architecture. So her paper 
can be read as a reaction to a new way of drawing and thinking, but not just a suggestive avant-garde, but a new 
mainstream of computer-aided design, which remains with us today. Her question, nevertheless, is still valid. The 
line drawings that I present in this thesis are not the drawings that were made for the projects, but abstractions of 
the original drawings. Bracha Lichtenberg Ettuinger’s painterly technique is brought to bear by Lloyd Thomas. I 
see in this the work that which interested me in Gerhard Richter’s blurred paintings and Bernard Cohen’s geometry 
of the 1960s, which although presenting distinct lines has the effect of blur and superimposition, exhalted in 
Lichtenberg Ettinger’s work by Lloyd Thomas as ‘infused with doubt and the idea of a precise thing collapses. 
Multiple possibilities open up’ (the artist quoted by Lloyd Thomas, p.66)
I must say though that I disagree with the suggestion that ‘material ambiguity’ (p66) cannot be investigated (in 
landscape architecture), when drawings are dependent on line. We must always remember that the drawing is 
a means to an end. Yes the drawing is a way of thinking, but that is not to say that the drawing can be made in 
a very precise way, using line, with a view to establishing ‘ambivalent space’ (p66) in the project as built. I can 
demonstrate this with Riverside. The negative is the ambivalent space (interstitial). It must also be remembered 
that if trees and other complex living materials are proposed to be used then ambivalent space is a given in any 
built project, and this is a key separator in the discussion on geometry in architecture versus geometry in landscape 
architecture. Cartesian (or other geometry-related) ideas, symbolism and line can occupy a landscape architecture 
drawing without denying the built work its ambivalent space.
I am coming to the conclusion that we need to make use of a range of drawing types for each project so that 
misgivings over geometry, or for that matter concerns in the opposite direction about lack of precision or certainty, 
and all things in between, can be tackled during the life of the project, so that the intent of the project does not get 
side-tracked, either for the reasons outlined by Lloyd Thomas, or indeed for reasons arising out of the polar opposite 
world of regulations, standards and pedantics.
I have faith in a more complicated (messy) world that the Cartesian world of architecture identified as a particular 
subject of  critique by Lloyd Thomas, but I have to acknowledge that many of the conventions of architecture 
practice migrate into landscape architecture practice and I do use ‘lines of habit’. Lines have to find their place in a 
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broader palette of tools. This includes video, word-map, blurred photo-painting, time-lapse, scribble and any other 
technique that suits.
May 2018
Timothy Morton’s Ecology without nature is a profound, if almost paralysing, critique of the way we think about 
nature. I say paralysing because the depth and panoramic range of his critique is such that one would find it hard 
to act in any way as a designer in, or, with nature, without risking castigation. In this book negativity and cynicism 
abound but by the time I was two thirds of the way through (around p164) I realised that he was calling for 
something similar to what I call for when I say we landscape architects need to get on with the business of making 
cities and stop falsely claiming exclusive access to nature. (Dancing with nature).
The thing about Ecology without nature is that it is a critique predominately of writing, writing about nature. It is 
not a critique of landscape architecture. So it remains within the realm of reflection and at times chides writers who 
encourage action. Now, reflection and action are two sides of the same coin, but for my practice the goal is clearly 
action, action of a meaningful kind.
Morton talks about the eco-mimetic illusion of immediacy. Rendering is an attempt, in film, to make all the 
shots take on the same atmosphere – say of a sunny day. It attempts to simulate reality itself: ‘to tear to pieces 
the aesthetic screen that separates the perceiving subject from the object’ (p35). .. we can acknowledge that 
we are being deceived. ‘Or we choose to enjoy the rendering as if it were not artificial’ (p35). ‘Art since the age 
of sensibility has sought this immediacy’ (p36). Think of….’environmental art that creates a “space” we must 
inhabit, if only for a while’ (p36). (Here I would think of the link to Noguchi and Le Va.) Morton is describing one 
of the elements of Ambient Poetics – a way of writing, thinking or art that addresses the surrounding world, the 
‘circumambient’. (p33) So my question is…..is a photograph a rendering? When I take photographs am I seeking 
this immediacy?
Morton criticises the idea from ecocritical thinkers that somehow a piece of the world should be protected from 
globalisation. (p84) He talks in a way about local/global which brings back my Blois lecture on the universal versus 
the local. ‘For this reason, it is all the more important to consider deeply the idea of place, and in general the 
Romantic attitude to nature prevalent today’ (p84). Morton writes about the recent illusion of a post-industrial 
landscape, brought about by relocated industry (not reduced or less industry) with all of its inherent toxicity and 
risk – this reminds me of Paul Virilio again.
He refers to Rem Koolhaas’s “Junkspace” – ‘best enjoyed in a state of postrevolutionary gawking’ (Morton quoting 
Koolhaas, p.85) and that ambient poetics generates ‘the aesthetic equivalent of junkspace’. (p91) He summarises 
the period when colonialism became imperialism and monocultures appeared – ‘unfeasible ecosystems where 
business produces only one crop.’ (p92) (that was a ref to Alfred W. Crosby) ‘Ireland was the test case, its potatoes 
transplanted from South America.’ He quotes Shiva, whom I have quoted in Dissolving Image Identity.
As I read his section called Being Environmental (from p92 on) as he writes about space which has a sense of 
potential: ‘something is “about” to happen, but there is no label or concept for this yet’ – maybe my interest in the 
active latency of commercial forestry space is an example of this? I am reminded of my thoughts on how politicians 
always speak in the future tense – promising, but never having to deliver. I have a feeling about drawings in our 
office, when we get a project to an advanced state of drawing – say for example it has been fully detailed and costed 
– and we want desperately to see it built and there is a delay, and people in the community are asking will it be built 
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and we don’t know and it goes on day-by-day and we forget for a while but then are reminded and the frustration 
returns, that the drawings have no meaning and the whole thing could disappear, and should we do something 
about it….but we don’t have time or even the emotional energy. Drawings have potential, but that potential must be 
realised. I want to realise it. Maybe, in the case of the truly innovative, the potential is realised by some other actor 
decades later…..some people think that now they are realising Archigram’s dreams.
‘Organicism, that peculiarly English form of nature ideology, paints society as a nonsystemic heap of classes, 
beliefs and practices, as ramshackle and spontaneous as a pile of compost.’ (p96-97). This you could argue is an 
aesthetic that I have inherited through being a Dubliner (Anglo-Dubliner in a way).
In my practice we tend not to render our proposals. We don’t apply a wash to the drawings and we perhaps expect 
our clients to engage a little more deeply. Some do, some don’t. It’s a risky way of practising.
Morton writes about the Shire (hobbits)…‘In Heidegger’s supremely environmental philosophy, the surrounding 
ambience created by Tolkien’s narrative is called Umwelt. This is the deep ontological sense in which things 
are “around” – they may come in handy, but whether they do or not we have a care for them. It is a thoroughly 
environmental idea. Things are orientated in relation to other things: “The house has its sunny side and its shady 
side”.’ (p97-98).
‘Nature has been tightened up by the idea of ecosystem.’ (p102)
Morton’s book is a discussion of whether the object and the subject can become fused. He is opposed to any idea of 
nature that suggests a thirdness, between object and subject (i.e. ambient poetics) and he is opposed to any idea that 
would simply collapse subject into object.
As I read his discussion of kitsch (around p152-156) I cannot help thinking of archaeology. The work we are nearing 
completion at St.Audoen’s has been a project which was detailed by us to the last degree. If you want to call that 
control (I don’t by the way, I just call it love of craft and making) ...... and yet it has remained open to modification 
and deformation through the work of the monitoring archaeologists. They monitored and they (predictably, 
given the location) found, and once they found, the works were stopped (as if the works could exist without the 
archaeology) and we embraced this aspect of the project and changed our plans in order to take advantage of the 
remnants that had been discovered and integrate them into the new landscape. At all stages of this work we could 
have been accused of being reactionary, of taking the archaeology into our control whenever it suited us, and that is 
what a cynic (who is skeptical of designers and does not trust design) would say, but in fact our scheme was always 
open to the possible and was designed in a such a way as to welcome with any possibility arising from the found 
of the archaeologist. Any possibility that did not ignore the building regulations (and we had some debates about 
that). The found of the archaeologist, when re-used, is kitsch, and indeed there is a high level of fetish in the work of 
the archaeologist which transfuses into our work. In fact we too became fascinated by their finds, and most people 
would. The history of the city, at least since 1230, became real in our work. There is deep satisfaction in this, but 
I am of the view that we had to be slightly at arms length in order to experience the satisfaction…..we at all times 
enabled the archaeologists to participate and to advise on their terms. We then absorbed what we could, given 
the limits of the regulations and the constraints of the brief, topography and (let us not forget) our own aesthetic 
sensibilities.
I have been establishing sequences in our work based on geometry. I can now also establish sequences which 
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relate to geometry but follow that which lurks behind the geometry. So the sequence of ‘as found/secondary 
raw materials/kitsch’ is SIP, CIDP, Kingston, St.Audoen’s, Bridgefoot and now possibly St.James’s. Is 
kitsch restricted to objects? To what extent is working with as-found natural process kitsch? At St.James’s the 
conservation architects have gone to a tremendous effort in documenting even fragments of stone for which they 
have no record and cannot identify them with a person, an original location or even another fragment in the vicinity. 
There is certainly something of the fascination or fetish with that, which borders on the abject. They are obsessing 
with objects or part-objects. Our job on that project is to obsess with the process of managing vegetation.
Also, regarding Bridgefoot, although kitsch might apply to the reuse of waste concrete there are a whole other 
range of things going on in the park – a scattering of trees for example…..but here again I am tending toward kitsch 
in choosing larch as the main species – a tree that tends to be seen as crude, workmanlike, even anti-ecology. It 
could be seen to be a crude tree, elevated somehow, proposed as having a superior status.
Morton comes closest to defining what his book is about (in a way in which I can apply to my work) when he defines 
the ‘syndrome’ that Ecology without nature is exploring as ‘consumerist appreciation for the reified world of 
nature’. Now, Kingston is this – the way I propose to foreground the novel ecosystems is exactly this. It displays 
the attributes of the syndrome. But Bridgefoot goes beyond this in backgrounding or mainstreaming the reuse 
of secondary-raw-materials as new landscape or new nature. It is no longer reified. Or perhaps more honestly it is 
reified to a lesser extent, if all landscape architecture is reified nature.
Morton proposes rather than trying to escape kitsch that we delve more deeply. ‘For kitsch to be critical it would 
have to remain kitsch and not be hollowed out and worn as a design on a T-shirt.’ (p155) I had a T-shirt made 
for PRS5, which arrived to the office one day too late for the PRS!! The proposal for Bridgefoot remains kitsch, 
however, because only the plan of the park, a temporary interface, finds its way onto the T-shirt. He proceeds to ask 
‘Could there be such a thing as critical kitsch?’ (p155). Kitsch relates to the mass-produced and involves a souvenir-
like quality in memory and sentimentality. Could we say that the reuse of secondary-raw-materials is an act of 
sentimentality in its approach to nature. A paternal act of protection, driven by ecological anxiety and guilt? Our 
landscape architecture is ‘distinctly non-mass-produced’ (p155), a quality which Morton suggests denies it as kitsch. 
Discussing the ‘Ancient Mariner’ Morton quotes Stanley Cavell: the Mariner ‘accepts his participation living as a 
being with whatever is alive’. (from S. Cavell’s In quest of the ordinary…) (158) Morton emphasises the importance 
of the word ‘whatever’. ‘Ecology without nature needs the openness of this whatever. Snakes, slime, plutonium 
and faeces……… ‘Ecological art is duty bound to hold the slimy in view.’ (p159) ‘Nuclear Guardianship politicises 
spirituality as not an escape from, but a taking care of abject.’ This seems to me to be a sort of paraphrasing of the 
Bible. ‘Beyond its cuteness, an element in kitsch ecological imagery maintains this abjection, a formless, ambient 
element, Bataille’s ‘informe’ ’. (p159)
Where does Tarkovsky’s Stalker fit in here - and of course the toxicity of the location, which sound recordist 
Vladimir Sharun believes lead to Tarkovsky’s demise as well as that of his wife and number of colleagues?
Fear of contamination is always lurking as we discuss secondary-raw-materials with our clients.
To hold the slimy in view, invokes the ‘underside of ecomimises….…rather than trying to make pretty or sublime 
pictures of nature’ (p159-160). So this answers Anton James (Why is there no horizon in your photos?) and 
addresses Jurgen Weidinger’s comments on a rough aesthetic. I look to the ground and I also deny the sublime of 
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the thundery sky. I hold the slimy in view. ‘Instead of trying to melt it away radical kitsch exploits dualism……… it 
establishes an existential life substance…….it fleshes out the view of nature as an automatic machine, a universe 
of mechanical reproduction’. (p160) To tease this out, I am certainly interested in and convinced by the notion that 
processes are continuous and overwhelming in nature, so that when we act as landscape designers we do so knowing 
that stuff will happen, appear, reappear, colonise, disrupt. I am hyper-conscious of my actions in placing material, 
its provenance as waste (secondary-raw-material) and its existence, its real material quality, with roughness and 
so on. This comes from handling the material and having my gaze firmly in the downward direction. From digging 
and getting my hands dirty. From using my back and legs and arms with my spade to break out what has been a 
cohesive layering of topsoil and subsoil – a stratified environment that has self-formed over many years with a firm, 
flocculated, yet friable texture. From feeling the abrasive surface of broken concrete. From mixing new concrete. 
From inhaling dust as I sieve the crushed material. From tasting the dust in my mouth. From the piercing sharpness 
of pain in cuts or small crushings of finger tips, trapped under heavy lumps of stone or concrete. We don’t consider 
often enough how the builder experiences building to our designs.
‘Aestheticism is the art-religion of distance.’ (p160) (Pure beauty, art for art’s sake?) I should review to what extent 
the exegesis is aestheticised – to what extent is it distanced? Perhaps SueAnne’s concerns at the earlier PRSs were 
about this distance. Perhaps I was presenting my work at a distance….I have written elsewhere that I think I was 
describing it in a historic way, whereas now I am describing it as if I am in it. The analogy here is the panorama 
versus the more immersed picture that I have discussed with respect to Repton in my JoA paper.
(The guardianship of the abject is the rough aesthetic that we discussed at PRS3. This is Morton’s ‘radical kitsch’. I 
wonder is there a way of drawing this?)
‘…all forms of positive ecological poetry are compromised by setting up an idea of nature ‘over there’ ‘ (p160)..... 
‘For conservative ecocriticism….The authority of nature, especially of ‘place’, is uncritically celebrated.’ (p161)
Morton says that ecocritique (on the left) needs us to be ‘nostalgic for the future’, so that we do ‘not submit to the 
atavistic authority of feudalism or… primativism’. (p162)
He mentions Walter Benjamin’s notion of ‘aura’ and the danger of it being destroyed by things being brought 
together spatially and humanly. (p162) (Again I would see Virilio reflecting this thought in his texts). For me the 
aura of Knockvicar (my mother’s rural birthplace, where her father lived all his life and where I loved to visit as a 
child) has evaporated. It is now much closer to Dublin in terms of its suburbanisation, car use, television, internet, 
mobile phone network and consumption. There are more houses, road signs, adverts, tarmac, line-markings, plastic. 
I in turn am a car user so that I can arrive at Knockvicar quickly, in the cabin of the car, at pace, and pass through 
Knockvicar in a matter of seconds. There seem to be less trees than there were when I was a child (although that is 
extremely subjective and may be a distortion of my memory). There is certainly less verge and less rambling hedge 
and ditch. It is still an agricultural landscape that surrounds or exists as a backdrop to the village but we have the 
feeling that people are not surviving on agriculture and that their lives are not intimately agricultural. My pace, in 
my car, on the motorway has destroyed the aura of the once remote settlement.
The tarmac road in the countryside of my childhood, worn dark grey, not black, but with the surface in good 
condition and homogenous without pothole or marking, with wild greenery encroaching from the sides…… and 
today’s with dirty line markings, borders discontinuous with tasteless and dislocated boundaries, walls, plastic 
fences, Leyland hedges, dirty foliage and sequences of signage that seem to go on forever, the sign posts chasing 
each other across the landscape, throughout the countryside, around bends. Endless warnings of danger. The more 
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signage we have the faster we drive, the less we are conscious of the place through which we drive. Driving to petrol 
stations for cappuccinos. Yes I am dreaming, nostalgic.
Auro distances us from the work of art (Benjamin), or in our case here, nature and so sustains dualism which 
enables the aesthicisation of nature and our domination of it. ‘Zerstreuung’ (distraction), however, dissolves the 
subject-object dualism. Involved in our work ‘there is no such thing as the environment since being involved in 
it already, we are not separate from it’. (I see this in gardening.) (I see this in practice, when we reach a state of 
concentration.) Zerstreuung holds ‘a quality of nonstupefied absorption in the environment, conceived not as 
reified nature ‘over there’ outside the city or the factory gates, but ‘right here’’ (p164)
‘….. nature is already the quintessence of kitsch.’ (p169) Morton refers to David Harvey’s Justice, nature and the 
geography of distance…..’…ecology must engage with urbanism to have critical relevance in the twenty-first 
century.’ (This is a key message. Maybe this is the way in which landscape urbanism as a term came about, but I 
prefer to just think of it as landscape architecture in the context of a more complex urbanisation, as opposed to 
the landscape architecture of Olmstead. Making good cities and making good countryside is exactly what I have 
been arguing for with Control X and Dancing with Nature. If you accept that agriculture is urbanism (which I 
do) then Harvey’s statement is complete. If you don’t then I would say ecology must engage with ruralism to have 
critical relevance in the twenty-first century. As far as I can see the more we obsess about nature in the design and 
development world (bat surveys, pollinator plans, green roofs) the more farmers blitz nature with catastrophic 
consequences for town and country. We are obsessing about 5% of the land’s surface (cities) and ignoring the other 
95% (agriculture). If we saw all human activity as urbanism (which I think it is) then we would design and apply our 
policies differently.
‘Perhaps all the environmental art being produced both in high art and in kitsch (from experimental noise 
music to Debussy for relaxation), is actually a symptom of the loss of the existing environment as noncultural, 
nonhistorical earth (earth in italics)’. (p173) I have the same feeling about wildlife programmes – the more we see 
them on television the less wildlife there is. He uses earth to mean the earth, and world to mean the historical and 
cultural world.
‘The Puritan-derived idea of wilderness is a way of performing abstinence – and likewise vegetarianism, and 
forms of environmentalist lifestyle: abstaining from gasoline, television, ‘technology’….The hale-and-hearty 
Marxoid version instigates guilt about consumerism, a guilt that is well within the parameters of the beautiful 
soul. For Marx, like Freud, sensuousness is only barely catered for in modern life, far from being a world of crazed 
pleasure. It is supremely important to think our way through pleasure and consumption, and in particular the 
relationship between sensuousness and the aesthetic dimension.’  (p181)
Much of this writing by Morton reflects on extents of distancing. The Cartesian view of the world, represented by 
the plan drawing. Descartes, hated by the ecocritics, because of the wedge he apparently drove between us and 
the earth. Then the idea of being immersed in nature, possibly represented by the eye-level perspective. Morton 
would call this a rendering – in its attempt to make something real, it falls in to the same trap and distances us. 
The more real we try to make something appear the less real it appears. That is why the plan (as an abstract form 
of expression) is still so important. It somehow could save us from ourselves, prevent us from falling into an 
anaesthetised state. The question for designers is what kind of balance do you find between approximation and real? 
If you make it not approximate enough you fall into the Yves Brunier trap. If you make it super-real you fall in to the 
other trap. With the nine-views of St.James’s I am trying to find another way of drawing. Maybe we can do that 
Eco-guilt
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with plan also?
‘The aesthetics of nature writing is based on the ideology of raw materials and property.’  (p184) (this links to 
my idea of ownership and to Mabey’s book. Now Morton, all this time has been attacking the aesthetic dimension 
of nature writing, that it just perpetuates the trap. But he now states that ‘….we should not give up on the aesthetic 
dimension, which is ultimately the reverberation of sentience (pain).’ Once again, It is supremely important to 
think our way through pleasure and consumption, and in particular the relationship between sensuousness and 
the aesthetic dimension.’ (p181)
There is no escape from aesthetics given that it has to do with the way we experience the world through our senses.
‘This is the solution to beautiful soul syndrome: reframing our field of activity as one for which we ourselves are 
formally responsible, even guilty.’ (p187) For me this is about the way I encourage landscape to be about cities, over 
here and not nature over there. Landscape architects (and everyone else) need to stop claiming nature as some kind 
of antidote to development.
Morton teases out the notions of order and chaos and the ideas around ‘new organicism’. (p189) In the old 
fashioned Romantic organicism the genius was within the artist. The artist was the genius. In the new organicism 
genius is located outside the artist. The artist facilitates. Sets up conditions and then allows a process or processes 
to unfold. This is the equational landscape that I write about LAE as found. And of course this leads us to genius 
loci…. The spirit of the place….much relied upon by historians and theorists of landscape architecture, but 
something that I encourage my students to ignore (at least for the first period of their career)!! A brilliant insight 
by Morton: …..’Many modern artists….want to be the Romantic genius and the postmodern doorkeeper for 
the genius loci at the very same time.’ (p192) He possibly means here that artists are unwilling to accept that if 
they play with genius loci they must  do this without the spontaneous decision making of the author. But this is 
impossible….no matter what algorithm you use you are some point making a decision. In my work where I promote 
the process I never claim to have extracted myself from the interchange with the materials or process. I trigger 
processes for reasons. I am not seeking process for the sake of process. This may be simply because I am an ‘applied 
artist’ as opposed to an artist. He then goes on to say… ‘Environmental art seems to want to have it both ways: to 
be predictable and mysterious…’  (p193) This is certainly a fair critique of the kind of landscape architecture that 
I wish to promote….say at Bridgefoot where I feel we can predict to a certain extent how processes will unfold, 
depending on how we crush the concrete, to what particle size, whether or not a good seed bed is made, how people 
walk across the novel ecosystems the……but where I also feel there is a mysterious element to how these processes 
unfold. We know that an oak will germinate in the field in France, that willows will come, that alders will colonise 
the wetter areas, but the happenings are still wondrous… still have immanence. Is this wrong? Is Morton not looking 
for too much? Why is he so interested in wiping this out as a way of interacting with and perceiving the world? Isn’t 
it the case that we want everything in life ‘to be predictable and mysterious’ - we want the familiar (to feel at ease) 
mixed with a little of the exotic (to sustain our curiosity). This is one of the reasons we bought the house in that 
particular part of France - that particular landscape in a photograph is similar to particular parts of Ireland, and so 
it seems familiar to us, but the climate is different, the language different and there are enough small differences in 
the fields, towns, houses, habits, routines to sustain our curiosity for a lifetime.
Morton discusses a way of working which gets away from aestheticisation. Loving the thing as thing, ‘without 
collapsing or naturalising otherness’ (p196) (Loving a replicant because she is a replicant, not because she could 
be a human). In exhibiting ‘a frameless formless thing…..’ we ‘are compelled to identify with the object and can’t 
quite maintain the appropriate aestheticizing distance.’ (p197) This is what I did with Formless and Dissolving 
I wonder what Timothy 
Morton thinks about Barry Le 
Va’s work
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Image Identity. By sensory deprivation, the students cannot maintain the distance. They find it very hard to 
explain their experience in the normal way, using the normal terminology. Yet at the same time they have clear 
and definite experiences through their other senses…..hearing, touch and smell. The object is not a recognisable 
experience in the normal daily way, and yet it is very recognisable in a new way. At Bridgefoot I want to make 
a total environment so that when people experience it (blindfold or not) the emphasis will not be on looking at a 
particular piece of re-used waste concrete, but on the overall feeling - then secondary-raw-materials will have been 
backgrounded and foregrounded at the same time. Can I learn to love the re-used concrete for what it is? Yes.
As he comes to the end of his book, in the section Really Deep Ecology, Morton makes a comment about melancholy 
which may cast light on my photos of the ground. He is discussing John Clare’s poetry (a lesser known Romantic) 
‘Of all the humors, melancholy was the closest to the earth.’ (p197) He mentions Benjamin’s study of German tragic 
drama, where he explores the ‘heavy materialism of the Baroque, whose emotional analogue, he claims, is the 
relentless melancholy of the drama’s protagonists. Isn’t this lingering with something painful, disgusting, grief-
striking, exactly what we need right now, ecologically speaking?’ Are my photos, lacking horizon, just this? My 
interest in the pre-Raphaelite in Tandy and Airlie….lurking beneath the water…. Or, do I just exclude the horizon 
so that I a can make somewhat abstract composition, by pointing and framing in a particular direction?
‘Ecology, if it means anything at all, means being without nature.’ (without is in italics) (p204) Morton really wants 
us to dissolve nature as a kind of fantasising, distancing device…..’let go of the idea of Nature’….
19th May 2018
Concluding my reaction to his book, I can say that when I foreground particular materials I do so in drawings and 
there they remain….until, until, eventually the builder gets a sample and lays it out bare for all to see and this is 
precisely what has happened just this week at Kingston. And the client did not like it. It became front and central. 
His emailed reaction makes me think that he felt assaulted. It’s a tremendous coincidence that he has just seen the 
crushed concrete sample at the same time as I come to the end of Morton’s book….that the moment has arrived 
when he has to buy into the scheme – the kitsch. And he hasn’t. Because the sample that the builder provided is 
really not good, but also because he is not ready for this at all. He now has to start the process of buy-in, otherwise 
the project is dead. We are so strongly invested in these schemes – they have been in my thoughts for years – five 
years in the case of Kingston. We have had so much time to achieve the buy-in. The Kingston client has just 
started to experience the reality….he hasn’t even thought about it….. despite the drawings and images we have 
circulated for years…. 
Ecology with nature is such an important text for me, but so difficult.
24th May 2019
Time has moved on and I have again been confronted by the request, invitation, need to talk to others about 
my work with construction and demolition waste. I do this with our small group at Arnolab in Florence. This 
is a creative reading by me of my work and concludes with an insightful few moments during which Japanese 
Rediscovering the craft
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photographer Kazuhiro Ishiyama mentions that the way of working which I am promoting is very like the Japanese 
way of working with materials in landscape. It gets me thinking of Noguchi again.
3rd August 2019
During the evening, tired, as I try to finalise this draft of the exegesis, I browse the book on the Katsura imperial villa 
(or detached palace) which Gerry Mitchell had given to me. The text of the book is in Italian, but I spot something 
which I think refers to kitsch. The next day, curious, I come across the Japanese word ikamono (kitsch, fake as 
opposed to authentic, or in Italian contraffatti, counterfeit) which Arata Isozaki had used with reference to Katsura 
and which had apparently first been used in interpreting Katsura by Bruno Taut. I finally spot the word kitsch in the 
Italian translation of his diary from 1934, but don’t venture any further. What did he mean? Then I start thinking 
about our discussion at Arnolab on superficiality and the nature of the Renaissance facades at, for example, Santa 
Maria Novella. And the confusion that can arise in a conversation about tourists, smart phones, museums and 
the architecture of Florence. But now I am drifting too far from the point. Barry Le Va’s quote which I used in the 
prologue for Book 1 comes to mind: ‘It becomes a labyrinth, the more elusive it gets. In anything where there is a 
lot of information, you start picking up threads, then they slip away’..........
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1  Maizels M. Barry Le Va: the aesthetic aftermath. p.76-77.
2  The term creative reader was introduced to me by artist Laura Gonzalez at the 2016 ADAPT-r workshop, 
Glasgow School of Art.
NOTES
